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    Weekly roundup: Drought drains the dniester, powers down the danube

    David Smith · Moldova Matters · Aug 7, 2026 · 14 min read

  

  Hi and welcome back to Moldova Matters! Normally, August is a very relaxed month in Moldova as people go on extended vacations - this year, not so this month! The new government is moving fast and crises keep building up. Today’s roundup is a bit long but filled with important stories - so I encourage you to read to the end. 
First though, an appeal - this all takes A LOT of time. If Moldova Matters provides you value, or if you just want to support the work - please become a paid subscriber. And if you are reading this for work - don’t forget, we have organizational subscription options as well. 
Heat and Drought Create Dual Crises
This week Moldova is facing a heat wave, but overall has seen a mild summer with one of the best years for agriculture in some time. But sustained heat waves and drought in the region have caused a dual water and electricity crisis that is quite literally flowing down stream to Moldova. 
Crisis 1: Reduced Dniester Flow Threatens Chisinau’s Water Supply
A lack of rainfall in the upper Dniester (Romanian Nistru1) has reduced inflows to the Novodnistrovsk reservoir and caused it to fall to a critical level. On July 31 the Dniester Commission held an extraordinary meeting and agreed to reduce outflows from the reservoir from 100 m³/s to 85 m³/s. The current inflow rate is 30 m³/s, meaning that even with the reduction the reservoir is draining rapidly. The commission agreed to maintain this level for 2 weeks but will then need to reevaluate. 
According to the Ministry of Environment, a critical problem is the Chisinau water intake station in Vadul lui Voda. This is a fixed intake and cannot adjust to critically low water levels. 
The situation has led Environment Minister Gheorghe Hajder to warn that Moldova is consuming its strategic reserve and called on people to save water saying “Every liter saved counts.”
Chisinau Mayor Ion Ceban initially rejected worries, claiming that the water level at the pump station is fine so long as the government does its job of making sure the outflow from the Novodnistrovsk reservoir remains adequate2. Minister Hajder shot back, criticizing Chisinau City Hall’s failure to modernize the pump station. Prime Minister Tofan intervened and answered Mayor Ceban’s simultaneous request for emergency pumps, stating: 
“Providing citizens with water should not be a subject of debate and I will not accept its politicization. I have ordered the release of motor pumps from the stocks of the Material Reserves Agency (MAI) to support the works carried out by the Chisinau City Hall.”

The government has continued to supply pumps as the Chisinau authorities install emergency water feeds to the pump station. Simultaneously, Mayor Ceban announced the preparation of 213 water storage and distribution points around the city and noted that city authorities have 253 Eurocubes, 20 tank trucks and 45 specialized water units3 prepared to distribute water in case of disruptions. Additionally, technical water for irrigation and green spaces is being pumped from the capital’s lakes and from the Chisinau mine4. 
Crisis 2: Reduced Danube Flow Sparks Electricity Crisis
At the same time, the Danube River is also seeing historically low water levels due to drought. This has created a major electricity crisis as Hungary almost fully shut down Paks, its sole nuclear power plant, and Romania shut down Unit 1 of its Cernavoda Nuclear Power Plant. Both plants require river water to cool the reactors. Paks supplies over half of Hungary’s electricity, while Romania is facing a substantial electricity deficit. 
This has created an unprecedented situation where Romania is relying on Moldovan energy company Energocom to supply imported electricity from Ukraine. At the same time Romania is taking radical steps to try to balance its grid. Acting Prime Minister Bolojan has called for voluntary reductions from households and industry, and announced that Dacia and Ford are closing their auto manufacturing plants in Romania through August 19 in order to save electricity. 
At the same time, the Romanian military is attempting to divert the Danube in order to raise the water level at the Cernavoda Nuclear Power Plant by a few critical centimeters. The army detonated Pârjoaia rock to partially redirect the flow, while the navy is working to sink barges and partially block one branch of the river in order to redirect water towards the plant. 

The goal is to offset the continued fall of the water level and keep reactor 2 running. 
Moldovan Government Response
Moldova is facing a critical electrical shortage each evening from around 18:00 - 22:00 during peak hours - especially after the sun sets and solar production goes offline. Romania has no electricity to supply, so Energocom is scrambling to purchase power from emergency supply at exorbitant prices. The National Crisis Management Commission (CNMC), chaired by Prime Minister Tofan, met on August 3 and put in place emergency measures. They have limited power exports during peak hours and called on households and companies to conserve power. Government buildings are reducing all non-critical power consumption and turning off fountains and decorative lighting. Companies are requested to do the same. Individuals are urged to avoid elevators between 06:00 - 09:00 and 18:00 - 23:00 in order to conserve power and avoid the risk of becoming stuck in an outage. 
Similarly, the government has called on people to conserve water and asked farmers to irrigate overnight and according to specialized schedules. 
Speaking of the dual crises, President Sandu called on people to conserve power and water and stated that while the government was working on mitigating the crises, “there are no magic solutions.”
Tax Reform 2.0
On August 6, Prime Minister Tofan announced a second attempt at a major tax reform with a speech laying out principal elements of the reform as well as the government’s rationale for the changes being proposed. In that speech he started by completely rejecting the core philosophy of the previous tax reform laid out under his predecessor saying: 
“I want to start with a simple idea: the way a country organizes its taxes influences the way its economy works. If we want more people to work legally, we need to tax labor in a way that encourages legal work. If we want companies to invest more, we need to leave them more capital for investment. If we want to discourage vices — tobacco, vaping, especially among young people, excessive alcohol consumption, gambling, if we want the environment not to be polluted by fireworks — this must also be reflected in tax policy.”

He went on to outline a set of measures that he claims will produce a tax code that is “simpler, fairer and more difficult to circumvent.” The core approach is to reduce taxes on labor and investments, raise taxes on vices and reduce exceptions. Summing it up, he stated that “our approach is not ‘raise taxes.’ Our approach is: put the accents right.” 
A deep dive into the proposals will have to wait for a future article, but here are a few of the more important announcements: 
	Payroll taxes: a 35% increase in the personal exemption. Increased from 29,700 lei annually to 40,000 (the previous reform proposal removed it entirely).

	0% taxes on reinvested profits for companies up to 200 million lei revenue (current ceiling was 100 million).

	Raised tax on dividends from 6% to 8%

	VAT Changes: “Basic” food items5 and medicines remain at 8%,  other foods, HoReCa and tourism up to 12%,  electricity and gas to go up to 20% in April 2027 for energy consumed above a tax-free / low tax allotment per household. 

	Sin Taxes: New 6% excise tax on gambling, 50% increase in excise taxes on vaping, new excise taxes on sugary drinks and energy drinks (rates not announced), new 25% excise tax on fireworks, progressively increasing excise taxes on alcohol and tobacco. 

	Temu / Parcels from outside Moldova: 20% VAT and 12 lei fix tax per package

	50% increased taxes on bank profits: one year only for 2027


We will come back to this topic in much more detail later. But for now, there are a few important things to note. Firstly, this reform is slower, and the Prime Minister emphasized predictability as a key goal. Secondly, it is less rushed - there are 2 weeks for public consultations (rather than 5 days) for a reform that is less sweeping. Thirdly, Prime Minister Tofan has thrown his political weight behind it, and, through this speech and subsequent interviews is actively making the case for the reform. 
It is explained as setting a direction and tone, with officials indicating a larger reform to the tax code is coming, presumably next year
LPA Reform Updates
Under the proposed Local Public Administration (LPA) Reform, towns and villages had until July 31 to commit to voluntary amalgamation. By that date, 761 of 890 mayoralties had begun the process, with around 430 finalizing plans and many others stuck or delayed in the process. Given this, the State Chancellery announced an extension of the deadline to August 31. 
Recall, the goal of LPA reform is to incentivize small villages to voluntarily combine into larger entities. In exchange for this decision, the government is offering substantial infrastructure funding for towns that choose to combine voluntarily. 
Frank Bracco, recently Country Director for the Tony Blair Institute in Moldova, published an interactive map showing the progress of this reform. I highly recommend it for anyone trying to get into the weeds on this process. 

You can find it at this link.  
At least 60 mayoralties have refused any participation in the process. Under the rules of the process, they risk “normative amalgamation,” aka being merged with their neighbors with neither a say in the process nor financial incentives. 
President Sandu recently warned of this saying: 
“I regret that several dozen city halls refused to participate in voluntary consolidation; residents of these communities will not be able to benefit from the financial resources provided by the government. The state will not leave anyone behind; all citizens deserve a decent standard of living. However, citizens should know that city halls that did not voluntarily decide to merge their administrations will be consolidated without financial incentives or the opportunity to choose which city halls to merge with,”

International Affairs
On July 30, Prime Minister Tofan made his first international trip, traveling to Bucharest and meeting with Acting Romanian Prime Minister Ilie Bolojan and President Nicușor Dan. He spoke about Moldova’s important relationship with Romania both for EU integration and for growing the economy, making the pitch for Romanian companies to consider investing in Moldova. 
While the government might have hoped this would be the international affairs story of the week… it really wasn’t. Instead, on August 3, the number one story in Moldova was about a delegation from the Taliban government of Afghanistan, which landed at the Chisinau airport on a mission to talk about agricultural cooperation. 

According to the Kabul Tribune, this is a senior delegation from the Taliban’s Ministry of Agriculture, Irrigation and Livestock, led by Deputy Minister Sadr Azam Osmani, which “traveled to Moldova at the official invitation of the Moldovan government to discuss expanding practical and technical cooperation between the two countries.”
This led to an explosion of criticism of the government and a race to figure out what was going on. It turns out that while they did not come at the “official invitation” of Moldova’s government (which does not recognize the Taliban), they did get officially invited via a process that has been reported to be both haphazard and embarrassing.
The process started when a Moldovan agricultural producer who currently exports to Uzbekistan began investigating expansion into the Afghan market. Under their rules, the Taliban require an official visit/inspection when starting up a new trade relationship. The businessman approached the Ministry of Agriculture where State Secretary Vasile Șarban decided to help, later explaining that “I believe it is right for the Moldovan authorities to take care of Moldovan economic agents.” He then sent an official request to the Ministry of Foriegn Affairs to facilitate this access and issue visas,  which they did. 
Apparently, at no point was the “Taliban Delegation” topic thought important enough to bring to the attention of either Minister. Also, because none of the men is individually under sanctions, neither Ministry was required to notify the Security and Intelligence Service (SIS). 
Prime Minister Tofan called the situation “embarrassing and unacceptable” and explained that while all procedures were followed normally and according to the law, “An obviously sensitive case was treated as a routine administrative file. The result was a wrong decision.” He called on all officials to be more responsible, saying “We do not manage papers, we manage a country and we must be more careful when making decisions.”
The “delegation” stayed through their planned trip on August 7, presumably meeting with the businessman but without any official meetings or recognition from the Moldovan government. 
Security & Transnistria
Here’s a roundup of the top security stories of the week:
	South Ossetian “representative” Vitalii Iankovski was photographed in Tiraspol. The “diplomatic representative” from a non-state to a non-state was previously barred from entering Moldova and declared undesirable for 5 years. Zona de Securitate reported that he attended events there and was conspicuously photographed on July 29. Moldovan officials have stated that they do not know how Iankovski managed to enter Transnistria. Vitalii Iankovski has both Russian and Ukrainian citizenship. 

	Fragments of a Geran-2 drone were found in the village of Văleni. The crash of another Russian drone in a rural part of the Cahul district triggered the normal round of diplomatic protests. 


Other Politics & News
Here’s a roundup of the other top stories of the week: 
	The National Bank of Moldova (NBM) raised the base rate half a point to 7.5%. They cited the upward trajectory of inflation “caused by factors associated with consumer demand against the background of persistent supply shocks.” NBM estimated the annual inflation rate to have hit 6.51% in June, just above the targeted 5±1.5%. They now estimate that inflation will continue to rise through the end of 2026 and not return to the target range until Q3 2027. 

	Parliament has approved a new draft electoral code in the first reading. The code would eliminate single member constituency elections in Gagauzia and return the region to a proportional representation system. The coming elections, scheduled for November 15, would still be on the old system with the new one coming into place at the next local elections in the autonomous region. Additionally, new processes are put in place to regulate and coordinate postal voting in elections. 

	Ana Revenco resigned as director of the Center for Strategic Communication and Countering Disinformation (STRATCOM). She had run the center since she was appointed to start it in October 2023 and did not announce a reason for her departure. In a statement, Revenco stressed the distance they had come from a startup in the midst of crisis to what is now a “functional institution with a professional team and clear operating mechanisms." President Sandu accepted Revenco’s resignation and appointed Liliana Vițu as the new STRATCOM director. Vițu had just announced her resignation as the Director of the Audiovisual Council, which replaced her with her Vice Director Aneta Gonța.


1I’ve traditionally used the Romanian Nistru out of habit and will likely continue to do so. But I realized that I should be a bit more clear about what I’m doing so now you know. 


2A rejection of reality that conveniently puts the blame both on PAS and Ukraine. 


3Most probably farming trailers that get pulled behind tractors


4The Chisinau mine is a flooded limestone mine underneath the Riscani district. Water is constantly pumped out of the mine to prevent its full flooding and a dangerous collapse. This has long been considered a potential source of water - even drinking water - for the city. You can learn more in this video from last year including some shots of the mine. 


5He did not define this in his speech, but subsequently has implied that locally made non-luxury products would stay at 8% while fancier foods would be at 12%. He compared locally made brinza to imported mozzarella cheese. 



  Read full article: https://www.moldovamatters.md/p/weekly-roundup-drought-drains-the

  
  

  
  
    WarTalk: Ammo + CCAs are dumb?

    Jordan Schneider · ChinaTalk · Aug 7, 2026 · 36 min read

  

  Six months into the war with Iran, the United States has fired 850 Tomahawks, emptied its LRASM and JASSM-ER inventories, expended essentially every ATACMS and PrSM in the arsenal, and burned through the SM-6 and PAC-3 interceptors it had been stockpiling for a fight with China. The administration’s position is that the munitions are fine and the people saying otherwise are committing treason.
Bryan Clark is a senior fellow at Hudson Institute and a former submarine officer who runs war games for the Navy and its allies. Justin McIntosh is a retired Army Special Forces soldier — twenty years in, sixteen of them as a Green Beret — who now writes Mind of Things on defense, technology, and foreign policy.
We discuss…
	Why 850 Tomahawks in two months emptied the stockpile that was meant for China

	The leak hunt at Camp David, and why it should be a very short list

	How “lethality” became a testosterone prescription instead of an ammunition line item

	Japan’s new defense strategy, which finally names China out loud — and bets on one-way attack drones

	Whether AUKUS Pillar 1 is quietly consuming the rest of the Australian military

	Why manned-unmanned teaming keeps failing in the war games, and what the CCA program got wrong


Listen now on your favorite podcast app.


[Edited for length — the full conversation is available on your favorite podcast app.]
Bryan Clark: “…We have plenty of munitions — but by the way, the people that are talking about this should be prosecuted.”
Justin McIntosh: Says the guy who puts an Atlantic reporter in a top secret Signal chat.
Bryan Clark: Exactly. I don’t know, I’ve never talked to that guy before. I possibly had his Signal ID in my contacts list.
Jordan Schneider: Wait — you don’t have any Atlantic editors-in-chief in your Signal?
Bryan Clark: Actually I do, but that’s me. I’ve got Nancy Youssef in my Signal chat!
Jordan Schneider: Bryan, talk us through the munitions piece. Where are we at?


The Magazine Is a Rumor
Bryan Clark: We’ve been at war for six months. And because we didn’t want to put forces at risk — because we didn’t really get buy-in from everybody that this war was a good idea and how to execute it — we’ve been using our high-end munitions. Long-range munitions like Tomahawk, LRASM, and JASSM-ER. They let us keep our ships and aircraft farther from the target and keep everybody safer.
Those munitions were designed to go after the Chinese threat, because we anticipated some big war with China in the future. We’d been stockpiling them to be prepared for that. And now we’ve expended almost all of them in Iran.
Tomahawks, for example — in the first couple months of the war we shot 850, out of a projected inventory of about 4,000 a couple of years ago. We used some against the Houthis, and then another 850 early in this war. We’re probably down to a couple thousand or less. Which means, if the fleet includes 100 surface combatants that carry 30 or so Tomahawks apiece, you don’t even have enough to fill out the fleet we currently have — much less any reloads. And that’s if you use every weapon in the inventory.
And then JASSMs — the Joint Air-to-Surface Standoff Missile — and LRASMs, the long-range anti-ship variant. They are both essentially at zero inventory.

Justin McIntosh: The Army’s launched essentially all of its ATACMS. And we’ve fired almost all the PrSMs.
Bryan Clark: Right. So we’ve expended the inventory of all these preferred long-range munitions, because we’ve been trying to keep US forces out of harm’s way, and because the Iranians have taken advantage of precision weapon technology and air defense systems. It’s no longer an easy proposition to go in and drop bombs on them.
So we’re at the point where we don’t have any of these standoff munitions. Which means not only can we not continue the fight against Iran at the scale the president wants — we also are not prepared for any conflict elsewhere, especially against China.
Jordan Schneider: It’s not “continue the conflict.” It’s continue the conflict without risking planes.
Bryan Clark: Correct. Good point.
Justin McIntosh: And the idea that they didn’t know this was going to happen is part of the issue. A couple years ago, when Kurilla was the CENTCOM commander and he — I think the preferred term is yeeted — thirty Tomahawks at the Houthis, the reaction inside the department was, “I cannot believe we just used 30 Tomahawks against the Houthis.” I was in the military then, and people were saying, “What is INDOPACOM thinking?” Because you’re throwing them away against people who have no air defenses. You could have just sent a sortie of F-18s and had the exact same impact.
So they knew this was already a problem. The production already wasn’t there, and we didn’t have the ability to build them faster.
But the risk tolerance is where it gets interesting. You saw it play out last week, when CENTCOM’s commander comes out and says, “I think we’re basically done here, guys, unless we’re willing to do something else — and it’s going to look a lot different.” And a lot different is a lot different. It’s a buildup of troops. It’s more targets for errant drones to strike.
You’d Have to Fly Right Over
Bryan Clark: You could continue the strike campaign the way they’ve been doing it, but you’d have to use gravity weapons. JSOWs, which have a little longer range, or glide weapons — JDAMs and JSOWs that let you be fifty to a hundred miles from the target, maybe. Which seems like a long way, but the Iranians still have air defenses that reach out that far. And nobody wants to put pilots at risk of getting shot down in a war that’s already unpopular.
It’s not a matter of “we can’t continue it.” We’ve got plenty of JDAMs and JSOWs and other gravity weapons. It’s that we don’t want to expose the forces necessary to deploy those.
Which is interesting to think about, because that’s against Iran. Every other adversary we’re going to face is going to be as capable or better, because they’ve all got the same technology. So we’re at the point where these weapons are almost not even relevant to modern warfare. Every fight is going to require some kind of standoff munition — which means we need a different portfolio. A bunch of cheap standoff munitions, as opposed to only having the exquisite ones and then the cheap gravity bombs.
The other thing is Iran is using ballistic missiles for a lot more of these attacks — same as Russia — because only certain weapons can shoot them down. The Navy has plenty of SM-2 interceptors. Thirty-year-old technology, not even in production, and they’re really good at shooting down cruise missiles and drones. But they can’t shoot down ballistic missiles.
So as Iran has shifted to ballistic missiles, they’re launching them at the Lincoln and the George H.W. Bush strike groups, and we’re shooting them down with SM-6s, or potentially PAC-3s. That’s burned through our inventory of SM-6s and PAC-3s to where we essentially don’t have any left.
And you’ve got places exposed now to ballistic missile attack, like in Jordan, because the Iranians recognized this opportunity and said, “We need to shift our weapons portfolio to ballistic missiles like the Russians, because that’s the weak point.” Because we don’t have a cheap way of shooting down even crappy ballistic missiles, just because they’re fast.
Justin McIntosh: Eventually defense production will get to the point where you have a solution. The problem is we don’t have it yet, and there’s a reticence on the part of the department and the administration to commit the resources.
Because every week it’s a signal that it’s done. The deal is done. We’ve blown them into oblivion. They’re really just looking for a deal. Then Friday comes around, markets close — we’re back on with the war. Sunday comes around, markets about to open — we’re good again, the peace plan’s almost closed. And that ebb and flow has a real negative impact on the department’s willingness to start spending.


A Short List of Leakers
Jordan Schneider: This morning the Washington Post has a piece. “President Donald Trump’s frustration over the Iran war boiled over at Camp David last week, where he demanded answers from Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth on why he had apparently been misled on extreme munitions shortages that now threaten to limit military options with Iran.” And then: “The president asserted overnight that the United States had massive amounts of munitions, and that the leakers of these treasonous statements are being hunted down.”
Justin McIntosh: So at least two of them are conceivably at Camp David this weekend. Should be a short list of potential leakers.
Bryan Clark: It’s like when Jonathan Swan and Maggie Haberman had all that info from the Situation Room, and everyone’s asking, “Well, who could have leaked it?” Somebody who’s in the Situation Room.
Justin McIntosh: One of twelve people.
Bryan Clark: Shouldn’t take too long to hunt them down. This isn’t going to be a long-term prosecution.
Justin McIntosh: What they call leaks has become so overused it doesn’t actually mean anything. Obviously reporters have people at the Pentagon they talk to. But I’d argue this is general officers and flag officers — admirals — expressing their concern in the only manner they have.
Because there are two things at play. We do have a ton of munitions. They’re not the munitions we need to run the risk profile we’re trying to run. If you go tell the boss, “Hey, we’ve got all kinds of bombs, sir,” you’re fine. But if you dig down and say, “To prosecute this conflict the way we want to, we need these exquisite technologies” — we don’t have those.
Bryan Clark: The interesting part of that article was the implication that Hegseth threw Feinberg, the deputy secretary of war, under the bus. “This was his responsibility to fix.” Like it’s something you could just sort of fix.
Steve Feinberg has been working on the munitions problem. But it’s going to take years to restore that capacity, mostly because of the supply chain and all the bespoke components you have to get from a specific manufacturer that take a while to spin up. There’s no way you fix that quickly. What Feinberg’s been trying to do is foster a different set of munitions that are cheaper and easier to build at scale. That’s going to take a while too.
Jordan Schneider: Feinberg’s actually doing work, and he’s your number two. You can’t blame your number two for the war that you were the strongest advocate for.
Justin McIntosh: The buck stops over there, Jordan. The buck stops anywhere but here. That’s what the sign on the desk says. The buck is over there. Somewhere else. I’ve got places to be.
Jordan Schneider: Didn’t you say you were on this? What have you been doing for the past year and a half?
Justin McIntosh: We’re on it. I’ve put my best man on it. And if he messes up, I’ll fire him.
Bryan Clark: And then there’s nobody behind it, but that’s fine. The poor deputy secretary, who normally manages the entire department, has three or four things he has to be the action officer for, because they don’t trust anybody else to do it. That seems like the most terrible job in the Pentagon right now — amongst many terrible jobs.
Justin McIntosh: It’s interesting, because look back at Ash Carter. Ash Carter was the Secretary of Defense. And he’s the one who said, “We’re going to fix this, and I’m going to personally helm it.” That is a demonstrative difference. Feinberg is trying to address: how do we make drones, how do we reindustrialize, how do we do shipbuilding, how do we get VC money and private equity into defense — and by the way, also fix these legacy production issues. He can’t do all of it.
Jordan Schneider: Here’s the thing. We’ve had so much lethality porn. I’m really glad you’re getting testosterone for everyone. How many bombs does that testosterone net out to? I haven’t quite seen the equation there. Okay, you want to talk about lethality, fine. What is the closer tie to ammunition — to the things that blow people up?
Bryan Clark: You know what’s very lethal? Ammunition seems lethal.
Justin McIntosh: The only way the testosterone helps at this point is if it makes them more tolerant of risk and they’re willing to put planes in harm’s way because they get super aggro. But that’s really it.
We Called This on Day Two
Justin McIntosh: To take one more step back — the hardest part of all of this for me is that all of it was knowable from the start. I think, Jordan, you said it: we called this on day two. We’re almost six months in and it looks exactly like that.
We don’t have to look at Ukraine. Look at the Houthis versus Saudi Arabia. Watch how the Houthis systematically figured out where the overlapping fields of fire were on those Patriot batteries, then figured out how to get past them. Blew up Patriot batteries and landed short-range missiles and drones in Riyadh. Who was advising the Houthis? None of this is a surprise if you just looked at the region. And yet now it’s “we had no idea it was going to turn out this way.” Because you didn’t ask anybody.
Bryan Clark: I think this will have the perverse effect of actually allowing the pivot to Asia — because at the end of this we will have lost most of our basing in the region. And based on people I talk to in the department, we’re not going back. We’re just going to leave it. Which means anything we do in the Middle East we do from sea or from the air, and we have to reduce our expectations about how much we can intervene.
We’ve war-gamed doing more from sea, and you really are constrained. So the shipping defense mission, whether in the Persian Gulf or the Red Sea, falls to allies. The US can do some of it, but allies have to do a lot more — because they have the relationships that let them pull into port and get gas without worrying about getting attacked.
Justin McIntosh: That goes to one of my big fears about the pivot: the difference in the long game. At least since 2001, and arguably since 1979, the Iranian regime’s number one focus has been reducing the United States footprint in the Middle East. They played a very long game.
And now we’re legitimately talking about — in the newest agreement, potentially giving them not toll privileges, but knowledge of all ships transiting the strait. Reduced American footprint, less American military in the region, fewer ties to allies, Iran with tacit control of a strategic chokepoint. The regime couldn’t have asked for a better outcome.
Jordan Schneider: They took their shot on day one — the decapitation. Maybe these guys will just roll over. That’s a 10% chance, and it didn’t happen. Then over the next two months we weren’t able to open the strait, which was 90% likely not going to happen.
So this new round is the most puzzling of all of it. I can’t imagine anyone was saying, “Yeah, we’re going to change the balance of forces around the strait such that they won’t be able to operate the toll.” It must have been presidential pique. I’m sure the political advisors were saying, “Whatever, it’s a news story, it goes away once gas comes down.” But it became personal. And Hegseth apparently told him the ammunition was fine. So sure, why not have another round?
Justin McIntosh: You’re forgetting the law though, Jordan. If you make a negative EV bet, you keep making it. Because eventually you’re going to hit black and you’re going to be good.
Bryan Clark: We’re losing money every time, but we’ll make up for it at scale.
Justin McIntosh: Conceivably that’s how you have casinos go bankrupt.
Pivot to Asia
Jordan Schneider: All right. Pivot to Asia.
Bryan Clark: Now that we’re reducing our footprint in the Middle East, the US will finally be able to pivot to Asia. Actually we are — the Coast Guard ships and the LCSs that were in the Middle East have already relocated to Singapore, and they’re going to stay.
But at the same time, two of our Asian allies are developing their own new strategies, because they recognize that maybe we’re not quite as dependable — or as capable — an ally as they expected. Japan and Australia are both revising their defense strategies.
Japan just released a preview of theirs. In previous versions they’d say, “There are lots of bad people out there, we need to deter the bad people.” Now they just call out China and say: China, China, China. They’re bad, they’re revisionist. The threat to Taiwan is a threat to Japan. They also call out Russia, and — this is new — how the two of them collaborate.
And on what to do about it, they really hit the unmanned systems hard. What you could simplify as the porcupine strategy: one-way attack drones launched from shore and maybe from ships, going out to attack Chinese ships and aircraft at some distance, creating an area of denial around Japan.
Which is a big shift. Japan has traditionally depended on the US to defend Japan, with Japanese forces defending the bases US forces operate from. That’s been the bargain. This new strategy makes clear that Japan is looking to defend itself.
That’s come out in our war gaming with the Japanese too. They’re shifting to a model where Japan has to defend itself for a while. One, maybe the US is tied up with the Chinese somewhere else. Two, maybe the Americans aren’t quite as energetic about defending us as we’d hoped. And three, maybe the US just doesn’t have the wherewithal — because they can see in Iran that maybe we can’t do it all alone.
So they’re focused on: how do we protract a conflict with China long enough that either they give up, or the US decides to come in on our side?
Justin McIntosh: Does that feed the movements in Okinawa to push out American basing? Because if the US is just going to come in later and we have to wait on them anyway, why are we taking on the risk — which the locals absolutely see as a risk — of having the US staged here?
Bryan Clark: Definitely part of it. But the political winds down in the Southwest Islands are changing. From Okinawa south to Yonaguni and Ishigaki, they traditionally didn’t want the military there at all, US or Japanese. Now they see Chinese ships routinely driving around in the contiguous zone, and the maritime militia harassing fishing vessels. They’re more interested in Japanese military presence.
So on Ishigaki they’ve put in missile batteries, and the Ground Self-Defense Force is building up facilities. It’s only about 90 miles from Taiwan.
They’re still resistant to a bunch of Marines based in Okinawa — they behave badly, and there’s jet noise. But forces that look designed around self-defense, protecting the Southwest Islands themselves rather than using Okinawa as a jumping-off point for Taiwan — they seem much more accepting of that.
Justin McIntosh: The one I’m not seeing a change in posture on is South Korea. They went through the coup, or whatever it was, and they have a somewhat more PRC-aligned government. Eighth Army’s there, there’s the whole Korea command. If Australia is becoming “we’re going to have to defend ourselves” and Japan is becoming “we may have to go alone” — what’s the Korean response?
Bryan Clark: Our discussions suggest they still want to be a bystander in any confrontation over Japan. They’d rather just stay out of it. The latest SOFA update gives the US more flexibility to redeploy forces out of Korea, which had been anathema — so there’s potential to move aircraft out to support a conflict in Japan. But the Koreans want out of it. They really want to play it both ways: be part of China’s supply chain while being an arms supplier to the US and the Europeans. Great place to be if you can walk that tightrope. I think it’s going to be difficult.
A Tiny Military and a Strategy of Denial
Bryan Clark: Australia is totally different from Japan. Japan is increasing defense spending about twenty-five percent over the next few years, a lot of it going to uncrewed and autonomous systems, new technology, space.
Australia is not raising its defense spending. Their investment plan says they are, but it hasn’t materialized — except for the AUKUS submarines, which they’ve had to spend a lot on to basically pay off the US to stay in the program. Most of their increase has gone to AUKUS.
Their strategy relies on a strategy of denial, which sort of doesn’t make sense. If you’re Australia and you have a tiny military, I don’t know what you’re denying or how.
In reality they depend on being far away, and on being tangential to whatever China is doing elsewhere. What China would actually do is threaten attacks on the periphery, or threaten the shipping lanes that connect Australia to the world. So they see the submarines as the counter: use them to attack Chinese ships interfering with shipping, or attack the South China Sea islands as retaliation. If China hits northern Australia with ballistic missiles, Australia hits the Spratlys with cruise missiles from submarines.
But the strategy still doesn’t talk about using the submarines offensively against China. They still don’t name China as the threat. It’s “threat actors” and “aggressors” and “there are bad people out there.”
Justin McIntosh: Indo-Pacific threat actors.
It’s interesting you bring up AUKUS, because that was a complaint I heard when I was there for ten days a few months ago, going around defense contractors and spending time with Australian defense forces. There’s Pillar 1, the subs, and Pillar 2, basically everything else. They just said AUKUS has sucked all the oxygen out of the room, and all of the excess money.
And they’ve made some really bad legacy decisions, because they prepared to be a peacetime military. They don’t have a lot of hardened systems. A lot of their navigation isn’t hardened — I wouldn’t even call it military grade, it’s commercial at best. Basically a Garmin mounted on your dash: “I know where I’m going, there’s no issues here.”
Bryan Clark: Hey — we had that on one of my submarines. It works okay.
Justin McIntosh: Does it get signal under the water?
Bryan Clark: You get it when you come up.
Justin McIntosh: So beyond “can you man them, can you maintain them” — at what point does adding two of the same thing to a coalition become a subtraction? Because now you have twice the force to maintain with one logistics base.
Bryan Clark: From the US perspective AUKUS is a great deal. Australia spends money on our submarine industrial base, which needs help. They’re building a maintenance facility at Henderson and have built out the pier infrastructure so we can base submarines out of Australia, as part of Submarine Rotational Force–West. If you have a submarine out there, it gives you twice the operational availability of having it back in CONUS. And boats needing repairs don’t have to go back to Guam or Hawaii. The Australians are paying for all of it.
From the Australian perspective it’s maybe not such a great deal, because it’s going to consume a lot of the funding that would otherwise go to the rest of their military. They’ll have submarines, a relatively small fighter wing, a couple of tankers, a few AWACS, and a small army for border protection in the neighboring islands. And that’s it.
So if the Chinese send the maritime militia down to surround Christmas Island and say “we’re treating this as a new zone for us to operate in” — the Australians have a couple of ships they can send, readiness is not high, and it would consume their entire fleet to do that one operation. They’d have nothing left for shipping protection.
So it’s a tale of two cities. Australia is setting itself up to be dependent on the US for its defense because of AUKUS — while expressing concerns about the willingness and ability of the US to provide that defense.
And the US is depending on Australian basing being available and defendable if we get in a fight with China, because it’s the only place you can operate from at a survivable range — Japan will be under threat the whole time. Yet nobody is investing in the infrastructure or defenses that basing out of Australia in a war with China would actually require.
Jordan Schneider: It would really be something if the paragraph the Iran war gets in the history books is: this actually helped prepare the US for World War Three, marginally better.
Justin McIntosh: Jokes on you — this was five-dimensional chess. Time is a flat circle, Jordan.
Alliance Theater
Justin McIntosh: So how do we now show our allies and treaty partners that we’re going to defend them? In Asia the problem is: what if the US is unreliable? Go back to COVID, when Australia forcefully called for actions against China and the US didn’t back them up. Then things get said about how Taiwan’s a long way away, Japan’s a long way away. Even taking troops out of Korea, which was sacrosanct. When you’re already signaling those things, what’s the lever the US has left to keep allies committed?
Bryan Clark: The Trump administration isn’t going to have rhetoric implying unconditional, non-transactional support. But the basing question is a good one. If we have Submarine Rotational Force–West at Stirling, near Perth — submarines there, sailors there, maintenance infrastructure that’s partly ours — we’re going to defend it. You can’t have a submarine base come under attack without making some effort to protect it. Same with the cutters and LCSs in Singapore, and everything we’ve got in Japan.
And the allies draw reassurance from that. If nothing else, they’re going to protect themselves. And you can’t redeploy a submarine base. It’s not like you can fly a bunch of troops out and you’re gone, the way you can in the Middle East.
Justin McIntosh: You can try.
Bryan Clark: You can try. But short of just openly saying “we’ll defend these allies unconditionally” — which needs to be said periodically — how do you demonstrate it? Normally with exercises. We just did RIMPAC.
Justin McIntosh: Talisman Sabre also just happened.
Jordan Schneider: I’ve got to say — the Wall Street Journal did a fifteen-minute documentary, “We’re hanging out with RIMPAC.” The boats are really close together, and then they did some land invasion thing and the troops were all really close together, like playing paintball. Didn’t look great to me.
Bryan Clark: You’re bringing up a good point. RIMPAC in a lot of ways is alliance theater. It’s not intended to be a high-end exercise where we train like we’re going to fight. It’s more: can we practice how we talk to each other, how we land helicopters on each other’s ships, how we’d put troops ashore — because all our equipment is different. The operations are very JV-level.
There’s also an opportunity to test things out. The allies bring, “Hey, we’ve got this new missile, we want to blow something up, but we don’t have anything to blow up. Do you guys have something?” So they took out the Peleliu, an old amphibious ship — which apparently we had not burned at the pier, a miracle given previous maintenance cycles, like the Bonhomme Richard. They shot a bunch of stuff at it and sank it.
So that’s what RIMPAC is for. Test out our stuff, show off to each other, do some combined exercises, and then maybe play a volleyball match and do some cultural exchanges.
Justin McIntosh: If you’re wondering, cultural exchanges in the military basically involve drinking a lot with other people.
Bryan Clark: Which can be the most dangerous military operation.
Justin McIntosh: That’s honestly why I don’t like using RIMPAC to bring out new tech — pick the company, Anduril or whatever — to test it. Because it is so canned they can make it look really impressive. There’s a notional north, and a notional enemy, and notional jamming going on over here. And at the end they’re like, “We have an operational deployment.” It’s like — you have a vacation. Congratulations. Enjoy Hawaii.
There are places they do really train. The Australian outback is so barren and unpopulated you can do real electromagnetic spectrum jamming in ways you can’t elsewhere. In a country the size of the United States with twenty-five million people in it, you can basically jam everything.
Bryan Clark: And Australia’s defense strategy says as much — their contribution to the alliance is the basing contribution. Bare bases you can roll in on, the vast test range in central Australia, the over-the-horizon radars with JORN. Capabilities that didn’t cost much in the grand scheme, but geography makes them useful. That’s how they frame the fact that they haven’t got a big military but feel like an equal partner.
Justin McIntosh: Honestly, they’re our most reliable ally. Except for Iran — they’ve been at everything we’ve asked. So maybe that’s a signal too. They weren’t there for that.
Manned-Unmanned Teaming Is a Sham
Jordan Schneider: Any war gaming stories, Bryan?
Bryan Clark: We did a war game with senior Navy leaders a couple weeks ago at the War College, looking at the Navy’s new force design.
A lot of the discussion came down to this: if you’re realistic about the money the military is going to get, you’re not going to be able to grow the services beyond their current size. So if you want to address a harder threat environment, you can’t just build more of the same, because you can’t afford to keep it. The manpower and maintenance costs are what kill you.
So the services are looking at tailored forces — units that are mostly autonomous systems with some human operators, maybe a ship or an aircraft squadron. That’s the front edge of the fight. You push them forward and they take the brunt of the initial attacks, whether that’s the missile threat from Iran, ASW against the Russians in the GIUK gap, defending Taiwan, or defending the Southwest Islands.
And the problem we ran into fast is that it takes a lot of space, and the people that go with it have to go somewhere. There’s a reason we haven’t done this before: the footprint and the headcount and the cost are high. You’re talking billions a year to have one tailored force sitting in a specific spot waiting for a specific mission.
Whereas the traditional military spends billions to build a ship or a squadron, and then it goes out when it’s needed and comes home when it isn’t. There was a reason we had a rotational model. And you can’t do that with the robots, because they’re not fast enough, or don’t have the range, or aren’t self-deploying.
The other thing we found: manned-unmanned teaming doesn’t work. It’s a dumb idea and it doesn’t play out. There are very narrow use cases where robots and people in the same space makes sense. Because the robots are valuable in part because you can let them die. But you can’t do that if they’re near the people, because then the people might die too. So now I’ve got to defend the robot — which seems dumb.
And the robots can’t go as fast or as far. Either they slow the people down, or they need gas more often so you’re constantly stopping. You suboptimize one or the other.
Jordan Schneider: Isn’t it just leverage on your suicide missions, though? Only one pilot instead of five doesn’t make it back.
Bryan Clark: That’s what we talked about — one pilot with a bunch of CCAs, collaborative combat aircraft, flying downrange. We lose that one guy, but he does a lot more damage because the robots are doing the damage. And the problem is the robots are more detectable than the stealth airplane that’s going with them. So if you’re in an F-35, these robots are attracting attention to you, and you may not even make it to the target.
Justin McIntosh: So you have to build an F-35 and then put a robot in it — at which point you’re spending F-35 money.
Bryan Clark: It’s like, yeah, we just built an F-35. That’s a robot one. But if you send all the robots downrange together, a bunch get shot down, and you can make them cheap enough that some of them make it.
Who Goes First Through the Door
Justin McIntosh: Was there any ethics discussion? I saw a post from one of the tech guys: “We’re not talking about robots shooting first, we’re talking about robots being the first in the door.” And I was like — to do what? A human wheel?
Bryan Clark: Great question. The Japanese brought this up in our war games, and we hadn’t even thought of it as a concern. They said: we send our robot force out as the outer perimeter. The Chinese come to attack. If they attack the robot, do we attack the Chinese manned ship in response? And we said — it’s a war game, you decide.
Teams chose differently. Some waited until the manned stuff was attacked. Some retaliated as soon as the unmanned perimeter was hit. And the outcomes really didn’t differ much. If you waited, you didn’t do much worse than the other team. That was an interesting insight.
But it’s an open question. If they attack the thing whose job is to be the front line, do you retaliate — when the whole point of putting it out there was to be a tripwire, a roadblock, a speed bump?
Justin McIntosh: That’s what I came away with from that post. It sounded like someone who had never actually cleared a room. Because if he had, he’d know the first man in the door isn’t the one most likely to get shot. It’s the second man. So you’re putting the human in the more dangerous spot if the robot can’t shoot until a human tells it to.
Bryan Clark: Which is why, if you have none of your own people there — this is the hellscape idea. You make it a mobile minefield. You call it a maritime exclusion zone. It’s inside your ally’s territorial water and airspace, you say you can’t come in here or you’re likely to get attacked, and they all basically act like mines. No friendlies. That was the only version everybody felt was ethically defendable and operationally useful.
It’s another reason manned-unmanned teaming didn’t work: you’ve got all this fratricide risk, and you’ve got to trust the robot sees “I’ve got Blue Force Tracker, don’t shoot me” — and we all know how that works.
We Just Built an F-35. That’s a Robot One.
Jordan Schneider: Can we take a step back? How much money has the government spent on this?
Bryan Clark: The CCA program is a great example. The aspiration was that these unmanned aircraft fly along with the piloted aircraft like the F-47 and act as loyal wingmen and adjunct magazines — like your dogs out attacking the foxes.
And then you’ve got to build them as stealthy as the thing they’re flying with, or they attract attention. And how are they finding targets? If passively, I need a passive sensing apparatus on par with the F-47. So how expensive is this thing going to be? And do they fly from the same base? Then they need a runway, and long range, and that’s more expense.
This is why the Air Force started a separate program for the next increment, looking at models where the CCAs fly from a different place and don’t really operate with the manned aircraft. They might say, “I’m way out here, I saw some stuff, here’s what you need to know,” and the manned aircraft just receives it.
But at that point it’s not manned-unmanned teaming anymore. It’s just a kill chain. So I think that’s where we’re going: you decouple the manned and the unmanned enough that the liabilities of each don’t affect the other’s performance.
Justin McIntosh: I blame the Jamie Foxx movie Stealth for this. People watch that and think it’ll be the exact same plane. If it’s the exact same plane, the cost saving is one pilot.
Bryan Clark: It’s not really about cost, either. It’s about how many you can buy. That’s why we have the munition shortage — not because the munitions couldn’t be built, but because they’re expensive. As you drive up the cost of unmanned systems, you limit how many you buy, which means when you get to the fight, how many can you afford to lose?
Justin McIntosh: If you ripped the pilot out of an F-35, that’s still billions of dollars of aircraft.
Bryan Clark: It’s worth having the ability to make an F-35 autonomous for some really niche mission where you’ve got to have something super stealthy and capable. But those are niche. That’s probably not where the collaborative combat aircraft program should devote its attention.
And that gets to one of the edge cases where manned-unmanned teaming did work: decoys. You don’t want the decoy hanging around while you’re trying to hide. But once you get shot at, the missile has a seeker on it — and then you want a decoy that takes it and drives it in a different direction than your ship.
So you punch out a bunch of long-endurance decoys. Same with aircraft. That ended up being a manned-unmanned teaming use case that in these war games was really valuable. It paid off big time — particularly in the Western Pacific, where you’re getting a hundred-plus missiles per ship.
But it’s got to be small enough to deploy from something else, and long enough endurance to handle multiple salvos. It can’t be a ninety-second decoy that handles one missile.
Justin McIntosh: I had the idea of it being like one of those just-add-water foam things you throw in and it flows up.
Bryan Clark: And then you have a leak somewhere on the ship, and it opens up, and hilarity ensues.
Justin McIntosh: These get at what happens when you don’t marry the technologist with the actual military planning early enough. Look at IVAS. You can tell that at no point during the design was that ever designed by somebody who had served.
Bryan Clark: “Put that on your head and run around with it.”
Justin McIntosh: With these big cables hanging off you. A commander of mine, Joe Wortham, used to say: you’ve got to talk to the person closest to the problem to figure out what the solution is. When CCA was a novel concept it got all these designs, and it was never done with the actual intended use case in mind. It was just: we can make a plane that’s a robot. Cool.
Bryan Clark: That’s the problem with a lot of VC money. They’ll fund somebody’s idea, which sounds interesting and maybe even feasible, and just run with it without ever doing concept development with some operators to get a sense of what’s useful.
Justin McIntosh: Which is why some of the funds are starting to say you need advisors who show this is a real thing. The problem is finding advisors in it for more than their equity.
Jordan Schneider: “Will we laugh at your idea five years after you build it?”
For what it’s worth, ChatGPT says we’ve only spent two billion dollars on these CCAs so far. So — two billion between friends.
Bryan Clark: It’s not that much to figure out that it’s a bad idea. It’s a small price to pay.
Justin McIntosh: You think about how much we spent on iterations of the F-35. The difference is they didn’t start with legislation and promise to build CCAs in all fifty states — because then it would be unkillable.
WarTalk August Recess
Jordan Schneider: We’re off for August recess for the next few weeks. What should folks be reading until we’re back in September?
Justin McIntosh: I’m in the middle of Forgotten Ally, an older look at China and the US relationship, and balancing it with The Gunpowder Age. I always recommend going back to history as much as you can. Not the best for the beach, but worthwhile — especially The Gunpowder Age. One of the questions it addresses is why Europe and not China developed the large cannons and weapons. Which is interesting when you look at warfare now: are there going to be regional differences in the application of these new technologies, or does it all become ubiquitous because the globe is only so big?
Bryan Clark: I’m reading The Propensity of Things by François Jullien, on Chinese strategic culture — which I read part of for graduate school but didn’t finish like I was supposed to. Tom Mahnken, hopefully, doesn’t listen to this, so he won’t know I didn’t read it when I said I did. It gets at the foundations of Chinese strategic culture, why the CCP makes decisions the way it does, drawing on deeper Chinese history. It’s a French translation, so it’s a little clutchy in places, but it’s good.
Jordan Schneider: I’ve got a movie. It’s called Good News, a Netflix South Korea–Japan collaboration. A 1970s political satire, dark comedy. A plane gets hijacked by Japanese communists who want to fly to Pyongyang, and the repeat failures of the American, Japanese and South Korean defense and intelligence establishments just pile up on top of one another. A lot of themes we’ve covered on War Talk — passing the buck being a main leitmotif, perhaps even of this episode. I do not think there is anyone who has listened to the end of this podcast for whom this movie would not bring a smile to their face.
Happy August, everyone. No new wars, okay? Everyone just hold off three weeks.
Justin McIntosh: At least two and a half.
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Friends,
This is a continuation of the discussion I began last Friday. 
The Incredible Shrinking American Middle Class
A half-century ago, America had the largest middle class in the history of the nation and of the world. 
Then, those on the “left” wanted stronger social safety nets and more public investment in schools, roads, and research. Those on the “right” sought greater reliance on the “free market.” 
But as power and wealth have moved to the top in America (and, to a lesser degree, in other “rich” nations, almost everyone else — whether on the old right or the old left — has become disempowered and less secure. 
America’s huge middle class has become a small shadow of what it once was. The bottom 90 percent are struggling to make ends meet. The richest 10 percent account for a large and growing portion of all consumption. The top one-tenth of one percent holds an increasing portion of all wealth. 
Today the great divide is not between left and right. It’s between democracy and oligarchy.
The word “oligarchy” comes from the Greek word oligarkhes, meaning “few to rule or command.” It refers to a government of and by a handful of exceedingly rich people who control the major institutions of society and therefore have most power over other people’s lives. 
Oligarchs may try to hide their power behind those institutions, or try to justify their power with platitudes about the public good, or try to excuse their power through philanthropy and “corporate social responsibility.” But no one should be fooled. Oligarchs wield power for their own benefit.
Even a system that calls itself a democracy can become an oligarchy if power becomes concentrated in the hands of a corporate and financial elite. Their power and wealth increase over time — as they make laws that favor themselves, manipulate financial markets to their advantage, and create or exploit economic monopolies that put even more wealth into their pockets.
Modern-day Russia is an oligarchy. A handful of billionaires there control most major industries and dominate politics and the economy.
What about the United States?

The Three Eras of American Oligarchy
America has experienced oligarchy three times in its brief history. 
The first was at the nation’s start. Many of the men who founded the United States were slaveholding white oligarchs. America didn’t have much of a middle class. Most white people were farmers, indentured servants, farmhands, traders, day laborers, and artisans. A fifth of the population was Black, almost all enslaved. 
A century later, a second oligarchy emerged, the robber barons. They were men who amassed fortunes through their railroad, steel, oil, and financial empires — men such as J. Pierpont Morgan, John D. Rockefeller, Andrew Carnegie, Cornelius Vanderbilt, and Andrew Mellon. They ushered the nation into an industrial revolution that vastly expanded economic output. 
They also corrupted government, brutally suppressed wages, generated unprecedented levels of inequality and urban poverty, pillaged rivals, shut down competitors, and made out like bandits — which is why they earned the sobriquet “robber barons.”
World War I and the Great Depression of the 1930s eroded most of these robber barons’ wealth. And most of their power was eliminated after the elections of Franklin D. Roosevelt in 1932 and Democratic majorities in the House and Senate.
For the next half-century the gains from growth were more widely shared, and democracy became more responsive to the needs and aspirations of average Americans. 
Although America created the largest middle class the world had ever seen, there was still much to do — civil rights and voting rights for Black Americans, wider economic opportunities for them and for women and Latinos, protection of the environment. Yet by almost every measure the nation was making progress.
A third American oligarchy emerged starting around 1980. Since then, the share of the nation’s wealth owned by the richest 400 Americans has quadrupled (from 0.8 percent to 3.7 percent). 
The richest 130,000 Americans and their immediate families now own as much wealth as the bottom 90 percent — 117 million — combined. The three richest Americans own as much as the entire bottom half of the population.
The only other country with similarly high levels of wealth concentration is Russia.
All this has been accompanied by a dramatic increase in the political power of the super-wealthy and an equally dramatic decline in the political influence of everyone else. 
Unlike income or wealth, power is a zero-sum game. The more of it at the top, the less of it anywhere else.
The average American now has little or no effect on public policy. Giant corporations, their CEOs, and a handful of extremely rich people have more influence than any comparable group since the robber barons. 

Big Money in Politics
The power shift that’s occurred in America since around 1980 is directly related to a tsunami of big money into politics. 
In the 2024 election, just 300 billionaires (and their immediate family members) donated more than $3 billion to candidates — almost 20 percent of all contributions to federal elections in 2024, either directly or through political action committees.
Billionaire families gave an average total of $10 million each in 2024, roughly equal to what 100,000 typical political donors gave, combined. One of them — Elon Musk — devoted a quarter of a billion dollars to Trump’s reelection. (This doesn’t count money that billionaires contributed through dark money groups that do not have to disclose their donors.)
Five presidential elections ago, adjusting for inflation, the share of billionaire spending on elections was almost zero — 0.3 percent, to be precise. That was before the Supreme Court’s 2010 Citizens United ruling that lifted many remaining campaign finance restrictions.
Corporate lobbying has also soared. The voices of average people have been drowned out. 
Meanwhile, and largely because of this vast power shift, taxes on the wealthy and on corporations have been slashed. Trump’s so-called Big Beautiful Bill of July 2025 cut taxes for the richest 10 percent of Americans by more than $14,700 per year, per household, and cut taxes for the richest 1 percent of Americans by more than $50,000 per year. 
Meanwhile, safety nets for the poor and middle class have unraveled. About 3 million fewer Americans have access to Affordable Care Act marketplace coverage than they did before the second Trump regime, due to higher premium costs. Approximately 4.5 to 5 million fewer Americans receive food stamps. Public investments in education and infrastructure have also waned. 
The “free market” has been taken over by crony capitalism, corporate bailouts, and corporate welfare.
The American oligarchy is back, with a vengeance.
Not all wealthy people are culpable, of course. I am not advocating class warfare, although America’s latest oligarchy has waged it against everyone else. 
The abuse has occurred at the nexus of wealth and power, where those with great wealth use it to gain power and then utilize that power to accumulate more wealth. This is how oligarchy destroys democracy. 
As oligarchs fill the coffers of political candidates and deploy platoons of lobbyists and public relations flaks, they buy off democracy. Oligarchs know that politicians won’t bite the hands that feed them. 

Dimon in the Rough
Which brings me back to Jamie Dimon — chair and CEO of JPMorganChase (the largest and most profitable bank in the United States) and the most influential CEO in America. 
If you want to understand the American oligarchy, you need to understand Dimon.
As a lifelong Democrat, Dimon is a friend of Bill Clinton. He supported Obama in 2008 and mentored several of the people who became high officials in the Obama White House. At Obama’s inauguration in 2008, Dimon said to the incoming president, “Tell me what you need. I’ll send people down here. I’ll do anything.” In 2009, The New York Times called Dimon “Obama’s favorite banker.” 
Dimon supported Hillary Clinton in 2016. 
But he can be a switch hitter. Speaking from the World Economic Forum’s confab in Davos, Switzerland, at the start of 2024, Dimon heaped praise on Trump. “Take a step back, be honest,” Dimon said. Trump was “kind of right on immigration. He grew the economy quite well. Tax reform worked.”
Hello? Trump has been dead wrong on immigration, the economy, and taxes. Why did Jamie Dimon  — the most influential CEO in America — spout this nonsense in favor of Trump? Probably because he thought Trump had a good chance of becoming president again, and Dimon wanted to be in his good graces.
At a time in American history when the most powerful business leaders in America should be standing up loudly and clearly for the rule of law, for democracy, for decency, and against Trump, Dimon has led the charge in the opposite direction.
Dimon knows better. Over the years, he has frankly acknowledged the dysfunctions of the American system and urged that they be addressed. 
In his 2017 letter to JPMorgan’s shareholders he warned, “We should be ringing the national alarm bell that inner city schools are failing our children.” In 2018 he told them that “middle class incomes have been stagnant for years. Income inequality has gotten worse” and cautioned that “no one can claim that the promise of equal opportunity is being offered to all Americans.” In his 2019 letter he noted that “a big chunk of [Americans] have been left behind.”
More recently, he told the Economic Club of Chicago that racial discrimination isn’t adequately understood by white people. “If you’re white, paint yourself black and walk down the street one day, and you’ll probably have a little more empathy for how some of these folks get treated,” and he called for making “a special effort because this is a special problem.”
Yet Dimon is full of contradictions. Let me list them, because Dimon represents the most responsible of the leaders of American business, and his contradictions suffuse corporate America (and are emblematic of so-called “corporate Democrats”). 
1. Although he publicly worries about the plight of America’s poor, Dimon has never mentioned America’s growing concentration of wealth and power and the tight connection between the two. 
He has never talked about the role of big money in politics. He has never advocated campaign finance reform. He doesn’t mention how the prospect of lucrative jobs on Wall Street upon retirement tempts some public officials to pull their punches. 
To the contrary, Dimon lobbied Congress intensively for Trump’s 2017 and 2025 tax cuts. Overall, the tax cuts have rewarded the already wealthy, enriched big corporations, and exploded the federal debt while delivering no measurable benefits to America’s working class or poor; almost nothing trickled down. 
Dimon is correct that many Americans have been left behind, but he has failed to address the role he and his bank have played in leaving them. For example, JPMorgan paid $13 billion to settle Justice Department claims that it defrauded borrowers and investors in the years leading up to the 2008 financial crisis when he was at the helm. Among its victims were many left-behind Americans.
2. Dimon has spoken about the devastating effects of climate change, including its effects on left-behind Americans who can’t afford homes able to withstand storms and floods and have no insurance against climate catastrophe. 
Yet Dimon’s bank is the world’s leading financier of fossil fuels, according to the annual Banking on Climate Chaos report. This year alone, JPMorganChase pushed $58 billion toward fossil fuels, up 13 percent from 2024. A report, “Banking on Climate Change,” issued by a coalition of six major environmental groups, named Dimon the “world’s worst banker of climate change.” The likely consequence: More Americans left behind. 
3. Dimon decries racial discrimination and points to the money JPMorgan is investing in poor cities. 
Yet his bank has prevented Black people from getting loans. In January 2017 JPMorgan agreed to pay $55 million to settle a Justice Department lawsuit accusing it of discriminating against minority borrowers by allowing its mortgage brokers to charge them higher interest on home loans than it charged white borrowers with the same credit profile, causing the Black borrowers to pay tens of millions of dollars in additional mortgage costs. The result: More Americans left behind.
4. After the August 2019 mass shootings in El Paso, Texas, and Dayton, Ohio, Dimon wrote a well-publicized email to his employees calling on them to “recommit ourselves to work for a more equitable, just and safe society.” 
Yet Dimon’s bank is the largest source in the United States of financial services to gun makers and gun retailers, and of loans to gun buyers. If Dimon were serious about controlling the use of guns, he could stop this financing and urge other banks to do the same. He could have his banking and credit card systems track gun sales. He could use his formidable lobbying prowess to enact laws requiring that financial institutions create a world-class system for tracking gun sales with built-in safeguards.
But he has not. The result: more Americans killed, injured, and left behind.
5. Dimon has long expressed concern about gender discrimination and women’s rights. 
Yet JPMorganChase maintained a long and close financial relationship with Jeffrey Epstein, processing $1.1 billion in more than 4,700 transactions for him across the 15 years spanning 1998 to 2013, including at least seven years after he pled guilty for solicitation of prostitution. 
In a 2011 email, the bank’s general counsel, Steve Cutler, warned that Epstein “is not an honorable person in any way. He should not be a client.” Yet the bank allowed Epstein to make large, recurring cash withdrawals totaling millions of dollars. Bank accounts managed by JPMorgan were used by Epstein to facilitate financial transfers and payments to victims of his trafficking ring. 
The bank later paid hundreds of millions of dollars to settle lawsuits accusing it of enabling his sex-trafficking operation. 
6. Dimon expresses concern about workers who don’t earn enough to live on.
Yet JPMorgan pays its bank tellers peanuts. In April 2019, at a hearing of the House Financial Services Committee, Congresswoman Katie Porter noted that the starting salary for a JPMorgan bank teller in her district in Irvine, California, was $24,000, which left the teller $567 a month short of what she needed to live on. “How should she manage this budget shortfall while she’s working full-time at your bank?” Porter asked Dimon.
“I don’t know, I’d have to think about that,” Dimon said.
“Would you recommend that she take out a JPMorganChase credit card and run a deficit?” Porter continued.
“I don’t know, I’d have to think about it,” Dimon repeated.
“Would you recommend that she overdraft at your bank and be charged overdraft fees?” Porter asked.
“I don’t know, I’d have to think about it.”
“Mr. Dimon, you know how to spend $31 million in salary, and you can’t figure out how to make up a $561 shortfall?”
After Bank of America agreed to increase its minimum wage to $20 an hour by 2021, Dimon was asked if JPMorgan would match it. “It’s not an arms race,” he said.

Hypocrisy or something else? 
I’ve focused on Jamie Dimon because he’s the Democrats’ favorite CEO. He’s thought to be liberal on social issues, moderate on the economy. His views are trusted by the establishment. He is the establishment. 
But Dimon is awash in contradictions. He says he’s a patriot before he’s CEO, but in all the ways I’ve noted, he behaves as if his first responsibility is to maximize JPMorgan’s profits.
The underlying issue here isn’t hypocrisy. The world is filled with people who say one thing and do another. And let’s be clear: JPMorgan — its directors and shareholders — expect Dimon’s first priority to be JPMorgan’s profitability. That’s his job, and he’s paid handsomely for it. 
The underlying problem is power and deception. Dimon has enormous public and political influence. But despite his rhetoric and the occasional trappings of social responsibility, he is using his public influence for private purposes: to make more money for JPMorgan. 
When he takes public stands on issues, he clothes himself in the garb of the public interest. He appears to be a public leader whose primary interest is the good of the nation when he announces his support for Trump’s tax cuts, publicly opposes a wealth tax, proffers his alleged economic expertise on CNBC and other media outlets, urges members of Congress to loosen bank regulations, or warns Democrats against nominating someone other than a political moderate.
But his job is to do whatever he can to boost the profits of JPMorgan, even if and when that goal conflicts with the public interest. And one of the ways he achieves that goal is to exercise significant influence over government. 
So how can the public, the media, and members of Congress ever trust his — or any oligarch’s — advice on the economy, taxes, financial regulation, the environment, widening inequality, and all else? Why should we think that he seeks any goal other than making more money for himself and his bank?
We cannot, and should not. 

Disempowering Oligarchy
Dimon and his fellow oligarchs — Elon Musk and his billionaire bros; Brad Carp and many of America’s elite corporate lawyers; Peter Thiel, Jeff Bezos, Mark Zuckerberg, and the Ellisons — have kissed Trump’s assets to obtain corporate welfare, giant tax cuts, tariff exemptions, antitrust acquiescence, and war contracts, and to avoid his wrath. They’ve given Trump billions for his inauguration, his ballroom, his 250th birthday, his family businesses, and his superPAC.
All have sold their integrity in exchange for large profits. They’ve created media empires that won’t criticize Trump, financial empires that feed Trump’s crypto, energy empires that feed off Trump’s war, and legal empires that allow Trump to ride roughshod over the rule of law. 
All have abdicated public responsibility to maintain the health of our political-economic system at a time when it is succumbing to authoritarianism. 
They have used their power to siphon off the gains of the economy to give themselves unprecedented wealth — which has bought them even more power. They have justified their wealth and power as being in the interest of the public, but the public has been shafted.
They’ve changed the rules of American capitalism to favor themselves and harm most other people. They’ve eroded trust in the system. They’ve undermined democracy. 
As long as the oligarchy is in control of America, there will be no meaningful response to the failure of most people’s paychecks to rise, nor to climate change, nor to the emerging dangers of Artificial Intelligence, nor racism, nor the soaring costs of health insurance, college, childcare, and housing. 
These would require resources from the oligarchs or their corporations, which they don’t want to provide. As long as they control the purse strings, the oligarchs are unwilling to bear tax increases. They want their taxes to continue to drop. 
As long as the oligarchy is in control, there will be no antitrust enforcement to puncture the power of their giant corporations. Instead, their corporations will continue to grow larger, raise prices for consumers, and become more politically powerful. 
As long as the oligarchy is in control, there will be no meaningful constraint on Wall Street’s dangerous gambling addiction. The gambling will grow. 
As long as the oligarchy is in control, there will be no limits to CEO pay, and Wall Street hedge fund and private equity managers will rake in billions more. 
As long as the oligarchy is in control, government will dole out even more subsidies, bailouts, and loan guarantees to big corporations, and it will continue to eliminate protections for consumers, workers, and the environment. 
The propagandists and demagogues behind the oligarchy (Donald Trump included) are pouring salt into some of the nation’s oldest wounds. They’re stoking racial resentments, describing human beings as illegal aliens, fueling hatred of immigrants, and spreading fears of communists and socialists. 
This strategy gives the oligarchy freer rein: It distracts Americans from how the oligarchy is looting the nation, buying off politicians, and silencing critics.
***
The only way to disempower the oligarchy is for the rest of us to join together and take power back. 
This will require a multiracial, multiethnic coalition of working-class, poor and middle-class Americans fighting for democracy and fighting against concentrated wealth, power, and privilege.
We must get big money out of politics. End corporate welfare and crony capitalism. Bust up monopolies. Stop voter suppression. And strengthen the countervailing powers of labor unions, employee-owned corporations, worker cooperatives, state and local banks, and grass-roots politics.
This agenda is neither “right” nor “left.” It is the bedrock for everything else America must do.

  Read full article: https://robertreich.substack.com/p/the-enshittification-of-everything

  
  

  
  
    You're seasoning your food with slavery

    Kahlil Greene · History Can't Hide · Aug 6, 2026 · 11 min read

  

  Over the past several months, salt has become a popular subject online, and videos about salt’s role in trade and empire have gone viral. One video citing Mark Kurlansky's book Salt: A World History has garnered millions of views since its posting, sparking conversations across the internet. 
Most treat the subject as a curiosity. Salt mattered because it was one of the few reliable ways to keep food from spoiling. Before refrigeration, farmers packed pork and beef in salt to last the winter, and fishermen cured cod in salt so it could cross an ocean. Tanners needed brine to turn hides into leather. A colony that ran short of salt could not feed itself through a winter or provision a ship.

Enslaved people produced much of the salt that colonists and then Americans depended on, first in Caribbean ponds and later in brine furnaces from Virginia to Illinois. The brine ate into their skin until the sores reached bone, and the glare coming off the crystals blinded them. Enslavers also poured salt into whip wounds to extend a beating. Salt was both a product of enslaved labor and an instrument enslavers used against the people they enslaved.


I’m fighting to document stories like this before they get dismissed or erased entirely, and I need your help!
With no corporate backing or wealthy sponsors, this work depends entirely on readers like you.
If everyone reading this became a paid subscriber, I could investigate these warning signs full-time, but right now less than 5% of my followers are paid subscribers.
If you believe in journalism that tracks the canaries leaving our coal mine when others look away, please consider a paid subscription today!


Where American Salt Came From
New England summers do not run long enough or hot enough to evaporate seawater in quantity, so colonists imported nearly all their salt. Elise Lemire, professor of literature at Purchase College, has traced that trade through New London, Connecticut. After Britain claimed the islands now called Turks and Caicos in 1764, mainland colonies bought the cheaper coarse salt that enslaved people raked there. Literary scholar Michele Speitz, citing Turks and Caicos Islands National Museum, notes that Grand Turk and Salt Cay supplied roughly one-sixth of the salt British North Americans consumed before the Revolution.

Lemire describes how the trade folded back on itself. New England fishermen bought that salt to cure cod on the Grand Banks, and merchants carried the salted cod south to feed enslaved people on Caribbean plantations, including the rakers who produced the salt.
Conditions in the Ponds
Mary Prince, born into slavery in Bermuda around 1788, spent roughly ten years raking salt on Grand Turk. Her account, The History of Mary Prince, a West Indian Slave, Related by Herself, appeared in London in 1831. She stood knee-deep in brine from four in the morning until dark. Salt blisters formed on any skin the water did not reach. Boils on her feet and legs ate down to the bone. On Sundays, she cut long grass in the bush to pad her legs, because the sores stopped her from resting on bare boards. When workers fell ill, the overseer gave them hot salt water to drink. Turks and Caicos Islands National Museum records that the glare off the brine and the crystals gradually blinded people.
Prince also recorded what her enslaver did to an older man named Daniel, who was lame in the hip and could not keep pace with the gang. The enslaver ordered Daniel stripped and beaten with a briar rod until his skin was raw, then called for a bucket of salt and threw it onto the open flesh. Daniel’s wounds never healed, and Prince often saw maggots in them. Literary scholar Meredith Gadsby notes that colonial Caribbean vernacular called the practice of rubbing salt into whip wounds “seasoning,” borrowing the word from the kitchen.
On Bonaire, the Dutch West India Company worked enslaved people in salt pans along the island’s southern shore. Before 1850, those workers walked about seven hours from the village of Rincon to reach the pans and seven hours back. The company then built them coral-stone huts with barely five feet of headroom, too low for an adult to stand up inside.

Some enslaved people believed that anyone who refused salt kept the ability to fly home to Africa. Zora Neale Hurston recorded a Jamaican version in Tell My Horse in 1938, in which people who had eaten salt could no longer rise. Historian Jeroen Dewulf traced the belief to West-Central Africa and to the Kikongo phrase curia mungua, “to eat salt,” which meant baptism.
Salt Works on the Mainland
Before the Civil War, the Kanawha Valley, around present-day Charleston, West Virginia, produced more salt than any other region in the country. William Dickinson and his brother-in-law Joel Shrewsbury started making salt there around 1817 by drilling into ancient brine and boiling it down. Nancy Bruns, their seventh-generation descendant, estimates the partners held or hired about 500 enslaved workers, roughly half of them leased from plantations in eastern Virginia. Historian Cyrus Forman puts the industry at 60 furnaces burning around the clock and 3,000 enslaved people at its peak. Filmmaker Calvin Grimm, who spent two years researching slavery in West Virginia, describes how enslaved men dug the early wells from inside hollowed-out trees, where freezing brine rushed in and killed them within minutes. Some enslavers bought life insurance policies on those men to cover the loss. In 2019, the Huntington Library paid $173,000 for about 2,000 company records, including an 1858 auction list that sorted people into lots with their ages and prices.
Booker T. Washington arrived in Malden with his family after Union troops freed them in 1865. At nine years old, he packed salt into barrels beside his stepfather from four in the morning until dark, and his stepfather kept his wages. The first thing Washington learned to read was the number 18, the packer number the foreman chalked on their barrels.

Illinois entered the Union as a free state and ran its salines on Black labor anyway. The state leased saline springs in Gallatin County to salt makers, and by 1830, John Hart Crenshaw operated three of the county’s nine furnaces. Census records list enslaved and indentured Black people at his house. In 1842, a grand jury indicted Crenshaw for kidnapping a Black woman and her children and holding them for sale south. A jury acquitted him on technical grounds.
From Labor to Biology
In 1983, physician Clarence Grim and Thomas Wilson proposed that Black Americans have higher rates of hypertension, or high blood pressure, because the Middle Passage selected for people whose bodies retained sodium. Wilson and Grim published one peer-reviewed paper on the idea, in 1991. Philip Curtin, the historian of the slave trade whose work Grim drew on, responded that West Africa had no salt shortage, that Grim misquoted him, and that Grim’s mortality figures were outdated and cited so loosely that nobody could trace them.
The theory kept circulating anyway. In 2005, the New York Times Magazine profiled economist Roland Fryer. Fryer described an eighteenth-century engraving that appeared to show a slave trader licking a captive’s face, and he argued that traders used the taste to select people whose bodies held more salt. The engraving comes from a 1764 French work by Chambon, whose caption says the Englishman licked the man’s chin to judge his age and determine from the taste of his sweat whether he was sick. Epidemiologist Jay Kaufman points out that the argument runs backward on its own terms, since people with salt on their skin would be the ones excreting sodium rather than conserving it.

Physiologists Heidi Lujan and Stephen DiCarlo want medical schools to stop teaching the hypothesis. It still shapes treatment, and the 2014 hypertension guideline from the Eighth Joint National Committee recommends a different first-line drug for Black patients than for everyone else. 
Salt reached American tables through work that destroyed the people who produced it. Enslaved workers went blind in the Caribbean ponds, drowned in the Kanawha wells, and carried open sores for the rest of their lives, and enslavers used the salt they produced to punish them. Americans have spent two centuries treating salt as a curiosity of history, but it has always been one of the commodities slavery was built to supply.
🚨🚨🚨WAIT🚨🚨🚨
Before you go, help preserve this history of atrocities committed against People of Color!
If you believe that confronting the truth of our past is essential to any claim this country makes toward justice, then I ask for your support.
So many of you have subscribed to this newsletter.
But less than 5% of you are paid supporters.
That makes it hard to keep this going, especially when platforms like TikTok and Instagram are so unstable. I’ve had videos removed, been mass-reported by trolls, and constantly worry about getting shadowbanned or banned completely.
This newsletter is one of the only spaces where I can share these stories without censorship. But I need help to grow it.
	📖 If just 5% of you became paid subscribers, I could continue bringing on professors, historians, and other experts to unpack these issues in even deeper ways.

	🧠 If 10% signed up, I could quit everything else and go full-time — publishing multiple articles a day, covering the latest news, and connecting it to the hidden histories they don’t teach in school.

	🌎 And if 20% of you subscribed, I could turn this into a platform that lifts up other truth-tellers. Young writers, educators, and creators who are brilliant but have nowhere to share their voices. Especially those from marginalized communities who get ignored by traditional media.


I’m going to be direct: You might think someone else will step up to contribute to this page, but that’s exactly what everyone else is thinking too. This only works if each one of us contributes what we can, which is just the cost of a coffee each month.

If you’re having trouble upgrading your subscription with the above link, visit historycanthide.substack.com/subscribe
Addition: Some of you preferred a one-time donation over a full subscription. To do that you can “tip” me on Venmo (TheGenZHistorian), PayPal (@kahlilgreene2), or Cashapp ($kahlilgreene00).
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    On the perils of Self-Assessing

    George Saunders · Story Club · Aug 6, 2026 · 13 min read

  

  
Hi everyone and happy Thursday.
Wanted to let you all know that starting next Sunday (August 9), behind the paywall, we’re going to enter an intense period of working on some international stories from an astonishing new anthology called The Penguin Anthology of the International Short Story, which was put together by the amazing writer Rabih Alemeddine (winner of this year’s National Book Award for The True Story of Raja the Gullible (and His Mother). and the equally amazing editor, writer, poet, critic, and all-around literary legend John Freeman, author of, among many other wonderful things, How to Read a Novelist. 

John and I have been working together to pick out some stories, the first of which I’ll post on Sunday. It’s an astonishing collection – I’ve been working through it and have yet to find a story that didn’t both delight me and challenge my idea of what a story could be.
As before when working on stories by living writers, I’m happy to be able to give you a chance to pose questions to our authors, who have all agreed to answer, some through a translator. I’m so excited by this. For anyone who feels, as I sometimes do, that American fiction can get insular and, well, too American, this will be a treat and a mind-expander.
We’ll get to work on five stories from the anthology over the late summer and early fall and will do a second wave next year.
Many (many) thanks to Rabih and John and the writers, for giving us this rare opportunity.
So, if you’re a free subscriber and this sounds good to you, it might be a good time to:

In other news, I went, as mentioned, on an Orwell binge recently, but have also been trying to get a handle from the non-fiction end on what in the hell is going on with, you know, our culture, and freedom, and the environment, and AI. So I read a book, excerpts of which I’ve mentioned here before, The New Dark Ages, by James Marriott, and Screen People, by Megan Garber, and The Rise and Fall of the Artificial State, by the great Jill Lepore, which especially grabbed me.
It’s an amazing book – entertaining, revelatory, utterly original, exquisitely researched. It made me re-think everything I thought I knew about our country and this moment, and offers some truly fresh insights on what ails us. We often hear the phrase “national treasure” these days but in this case it’s true: Lepore uses her fierce intelligence to show us who and what we are, and this feels like feels like the highest form of patriotism - a true act of love and concern for our country.
I recommend it most highly.
Also wanted to just mention again that tickets are on-sale for the Metropolitan Opera’s production of Lincoln in the Bardo. We’ll be there for at least three shows, including the premier on October 19, so I hope to see some of you there.
Now, for our question of the week…
Q.
Dear George,
Every now and again I’ll pick up the pen or open up my document and begin writing away happily, with effervescence and verve, and I’ll get this traitorous little thought: Wow, this is good!
I say traitorous because I find I’ll end up turning this thought back against me sooner or later. Because more often than being struck with fits of inspiration, I’m struck with, well, the opposite. What comes out is meandering and tangential to the story. Or if it is advancing the story, it’s doing so in an utterly utilitarian fashion. Dull. Flat. Subject-verb-noun. Subject-verb-noun. Subject-verb-noun. And so on and so forth. And then I start thinking: Geez, man, why can’t I seem to write like I used to?
Uh oh. I’ve forgotten how to write. I probably never knew how to begin with, and any good writing I managed I must have figuratively stumbled drunk into.
(And of course I have my days in between, which are the majority of them.)
But when I get this way (“I’ve lost my mojo!”) I often do what I largely suspect is self-treasonous, but I do it anyhow. I go to my bookshelf or the internet and crack open some old favourite of mine. And then when I read some brilliant little scene or passage from, say, Never Let Me Go (Ishiguro), The Left Hand of Darkness (Le Guin), Dimension (Munro), or Tenth of December (the name’s evading me at the moment), I think to myself, ‘Ah, yes! So that’s how they’ve done it! Now I remember how to write!’
And then I run off and write something like a third-rate mockery of whoever I just read. The style and voice of which fits into my story like a ham into a glove.
In short, I’m not writing like me.
Before I let my pre-amble go on too long, I just wanted to ask if you ever get into funks like these, and if so, what do you do about them? Do you draw on others’ work, or do you go back to your own and try and rediscover your mojo (“Ah, yes, so that’s how I did it!”)? And (maybe this is a second question) how do you use the things you’ve read and enjoyed to inform, rather than erode, your writing?
I know the simple answer to my problem(s) is probably the same one my mother might give me before a first date. Just be yourself! But with dates and drafts alike, firsts are not my forte. And so I find myself thinking, well yes, being me is good and all, but what to do when I just don’t like me (at this very particular moment)? Sure, I could just move forward, subject-verb-nouns and all, and sort out all the junk in the following drafts. But I like to think of first drafts as making myself a block of marble, and my next drafts are for chiseling it down to ME1 (not that I hold such high expectations for myself). But when I get like this, I have the sense I’m not making marble so much as a block of gangue.2
And waiting for the muse to return is hardly the right call either. I’m a slow enough writer as is, even when I’m writing something I like.
So all that to say I’d love to hear any insight or thoughts you have about breaking out of one’s own dull writing.
Thanks for your time/therapy.
P.S. I discovered your work when I included you (or rather, someone with your name) as a character in a story of my own, once. A member of my writing group asked me if I hoped such a nod to a famous author might win me brownie points with the editorial staff of the magazines I submit to. Famous author? I said. What are you on about?
Actually, I got the surname Saunders from the name of a farm that hosts a Halloween Haunt every year, and George is the name of my grampa. But it was a coincidence (and consequently, author) that I’m quite happy to have stumbled into.
A.
Thank you, dear Questioner.
I do, yes, get into “funks like that” and I do just what you describe: I go find some writing that I know is good and check in against that. I think that’s a valid and even admirable thing to do – it’s a form of recalibration, really. Like a composer going to hear a great work in a concert hall, say.
My feeling is, other people’s writing “informs” what I do, just naturally – it re-sets the bar. And after I read something good, I don’t really feel any need to worry about exactly how that “informing” works. I just trust that it has done its thing and I go back to work. Might my writing then retain some trace of what I’ve read? Sure, of course. (I have a good ear, how could it not?)
How do I get rid of that trace?
By rewriting.

Not to contradict your mom or anything, but the answer to your dilemma is, in my view, “Just be yourself,” simply because in writing, it’s not always clear who “we” are.
That’s what we’re trying to find out, by rewriting.
There’s a common fallacy – or it least it feels like a fallacy to me – that what matters is how the writer feels as he’s writing. But what a trap! Implying, as it does, that if we get going and don’t feel a certain way about what we’re writing, we’re doomed. We should quit, start again later, hope for the best…but, always, we’re at the mercy of some mysterious thing, that either arrives or it doesn’t.
What matters is not how we felt on reading what you’re written, but how the reader is going to feel on reading it.3
How can we know? We can’t. But we can know how we feel on re-reading it.
That, I’d propose, is when we might get (and listen to) that “Yuck, this isn’t me” feeling, or the related, “Ack, this isn’t what I meant,” feeling. And the response to those feelings should not be, “Crap, I screwed up, I’ll have to go back and start from scratch,” but, “O.K., let me reconstruct the read through what I just did and see where I started to get the Yuck and/or Ack feeling.”
And then we alter that bit of text, trying to make that Yuck or Ack feeling go away, or even just to make it a little less pronounced.
Nowhere in here, you’ll note, do you have to have some conceptual feeling about what sort of writer you are, or whether your essential self is coming through, of any of that.
The implicit idea is that the editing is taking care of all of that for you, gradually, draft by draft. And that there might come a moment, while reading a new, just-edited-for-the-thousandth-time draft, where that true self, or voice, pops out at you, suddenly revealed, as if someone else, not you, had done it.
But that feeling will have been obtained by a process of gradual spelunking, with the criteria, in real-time, being, simply: Could this phrase or sentence or paragraph or section be improved, even a little? That is, can I make myself (on this very localized turf) make myself dislike it less?
If so, just do that.
(Or, for you positive thinkers out there: Can I make myself like it a little more? (Even love it?) And can I make it so that this feeling of liking it persists in several future readings?)

You seem to endorse the idea I’ve expressed above, dear Questioner, with this bit from your question: “I like to think of first drafts as making myself a block of marble, and my next drafts are for chiseling it down to ME (not that I hold such high expectations for myself. But when I get like this, I have the sense I’m not making marble so much as a block of gangue. FN2”
I think what I’d lightly recommend is that the forgo the step where you pronounce that first draft to be marble or gangue. Just don’t do it. Accept it, whatever it is, as a starting place in the long game of exerting your taste on your own prose.
It’s just material, your starting material.

So the model for this mode of working is:
Write something, in any old mood – feeling great about it or terrible, doesn’t matter. Be attentive as you’re working but also generous with yourself, maybe saying, “It doesn’t matter how I feel about this. The words are piling up and they are, after all, my words – but which I am going to be changing like crazy later anyway.”
Try to feel: “Thank goodness: I’ve (at least) started.”
Later, with as unattached a mind as you can manage, read the text the way you’d read a text by someone else – without attachment or aversion, but taking note of where it’s good and also of where it’s not, trying to make notes as you go, if only in the margin (“Slow here,” might be a note I’d give myself, or, if I’m liking something, “Yup.”
Then, or later, go into these places and make concrete specific changes to the language – for sound, for sense, or just because you feel like it.
Put those changes in, print the thing out….and then repeat from Step #1.
See how this feels, see what happens as you’re doing it. Be open to whatever happens – whatever it is, it IS your process. You can’t possibly be “doing it wrong.”
It might be that this approach isn’t for you. And that’s fine. But then again, it might be.
And you’ll only find out by trying.

Finally – and I know I’ve said this here before, but I think it bears repeating:  One of the biggest enemies a writer ever faces is their own, highly self-critical mind. Many of us spend a lot of time and energy finding fault with how we’re doing it (or, specifically, as here, how it feels as we’re doing it, vs. how it should feel).
My advice to students of mine who have this issue (and I feel confident giving this advice, because I have this issue) is: Don’t do that.
Just don’t.
Why not? Because the dream we have, of filling our lives with the writing of books that get deeper and harder and more profound as we age – of having those books get some traction in the world – of influencing the lives of other people in positive ways through our work – is not, at all, a given. It’s actually pretty much impossible. So we don’t want to be like one of those characters in fairy tales (often, for some reason, the youngest of three brothers), who gets hung up early, at the very first, easy, challenge.
This work is serious – and, paradoxically, it attracts and even, to some extent, rewards those of us who, like me, worry.
But at some point, the worry can stop you from doing the work – that is, it leaves you on the mowed trail, looking in at the forest you’ve always dreamed of crossing, worrying about whether you’ve packed correctly, or whether you wore the right shoes, or strategizing about what might be the right route (though, as far as we can see, the forest all looks equally impenetrable).
At some point, the work has got to take place in the forest, with a machete.
We have our machete (i.e., our taste) and we have time.
That’s all we need.
1Here, the questioner has inserted and capitalized his actual name, which I replaced with “ME” - just for anonymity’s sake. 


2I had to look up “gangue,” which is: “the commercially worthless material that surrounds, or is closely mixed with, a wanted mineral in an ore deposit.”


3David Foster Wallace wrote about this - can someone remind me where?



  Read full article: https://georgesaunders.substack.com/p/on-the-perils-of-self-assessing

  
  

  
  
    15 things i learned opening restaurant #3 and closing restaurant #1

    Emily P. Freeman · The Next Right Thing · Aug 6, 2026 · 10 min read

  

  I didn’t mean to take July off from writing but I guess I needed a break because my google doc with Substack drafts is just missing the whole month of July. The entire month of June was a really intense push with getting Silver Lake open, WeHo closed and turning Highland into a counter service Breakfast spot which bled into July. We took a few days off last week and drove up to Maine which was nice albeit brief and I didn’t fully unplug. I started to feel a hint of relaxation after the first night but by the second afternoon I opened my email and found a few stressful emails that made it hard to drop in for the four days we were away. Hoping for a longer break later in the summer/early fall but we’ll see. This is not a season of rest or Eurosummer for us and I’m ok with that even if it contradicts the leisurely late summer pace of seemingly everyone else.
Though I am allergic to sitting still, these last few months have been a lot even for me and I think my body and brain were telling me to chill hence not opening this document for over a month. Which brings me to the first thing I learned about opening a new store and closing one at the same time. GRACE. Give yourself tons of it. Bathe in it, drink it, eat it up. Give yourself permission to not respond right away. Because no one else is gonna give it to you and the opening/closing period is a demanding one. 
I wish I were one of those people who under duress forgets to eat. I am the opposite. I take comfort in chicken parm, baked ziti and wine. My waistline tends to expand in proportion to my stress. About a week into our LA trip I felt like all my pants were too tight and too hard so I allowed myself to Doordash two pairs of oversized 100% cotton men’s sweatpants from Target to the hotel to wear over the next few days while we continued to clean and construct. Chris doesn’t know that he wants things like this until he sees mine so without asking him I got a pair for him too which he really appreciated. Could I have gone to Target myself (for the sixth time in a week), yes? Did giving myself the grace to be indulgent and Doordash the sweatpants make me feel taken care of? Also, yes and it was worth it. So, restaurateurs, be sure to give yourself a healthy dose of grace. And really everyone should be doing more of this. I’m extremely hard on myself all of the time and I can confirm it doesn’t yield great results.
Without further ado here are 14 things I learned from opening a new restaurant and closing an old one:
	It’s going to cost more than you think it will. Even the second gen space that you’re “just going to paint”. We ended up having to replace several types of heavy machinery to the tune of 5 digit repairs/replacements each in addition to a general refresh. The only guarantee is that there WILL be surprises.

	That said, a coat of paint can really do wonders. Kilz 2 primer is a godsend of a product– removes odors and years of grossness that might be living on your walls. Though I wouldn’t bring it on a desert island because presumably I’d have bigger fish to fry in the scenario, it’s a desert island product in terms of construction and building. Choosing a shade of white paint can be harrowing and can invoke your deepest insecurities and self doubt. Start by understanding which direction most of your light comes from. There are a lot of North facing windows in my life and I am partial to Benjamin Moore ‘Navajo White’


	It’s going to be more work than you think. I thought we were cleaned up and close to opening. We had closed for two days mid project to give the contractors space to apply finishing touches. They had supposedly been applying a two step treatment to the floors— really it seems like they came in at midnight the prior evening and slapped on a coat of sealant that was still drying. When we left on Sunday night everything else was ready to go. We came into complete mayhem on Wednesday morning and had to clean up everything for a third time, dust again, move heavy shit etc. We did not open that day.

	Put a lockbox on the door. Give out the code freely. This will save you many, many trips and hours of waiting for people stuck across town. Don’t leave anything valuable in the place and just let people work on their own schedule (within the agreed upon timeline). Each of our locations has a lockbox for this purpose. I have spent too many hours waiting for someone who was just a “few minutes away”. Also the work might get done quicker if your contractor prefers working at night for example.

	Just get the doors open. We have been open for almost 6 weeks and there is still no art on the walls, no window treatments, no decorative lighting, the “final” chairs have not been ordered, the bar is not built and the final layout has not been decided. But we are open, we are paying our rent, we are keeping our team employed, and we are getting comfortable in the space. Perfect is the enemy of good. This was a hard one for me to grasp, opening before you’re really ready, but Chris is right once again. This is totally the way to go. If your product is good people aren’t going to be paying attention to the lack of decorative lighting and art.

	3 months of rent abatement might sound cushy but it goes by quickly. So get those doors open!

	The team around you is either going to sink or swim. This was the first time we had real help opening something and it was both inspiring and impressive to see longtime team leaders Jonathan and Zenai tackle things head on with little instruction. They made this opening significantly easier and it went so much faster than when Chris and I do it ourselves as we did the last two.

	Not everyone is going to be happy for you. Truthfully most of the reactions I was made aware of were extremely enthusiastic and supportive but a handful of downers made it known they were not happy about Breakfast by Salt’s Cure coming to Silver Lake. There were also some haters who came out of the woodwork about how pissed they were about WeHo closing or Highland changing to counter service. Even though I took the time to write 2,000 words explaining the careful and considered thought that went into each decision… you can’t win ‘em all.

	Press is not going to organically find you. I reached out to a handful of publications, journalists and influencers. I even offered Eater the exclusive about our opening (in response to their initial outreach) but no one really wrote about this opening except for a small mention here or there. Happy to say we’re doing just fine without the press and it confirms the fact that almost all press is pay to play. Do not compare your insides to others’ outsides— everything comes with a cost!!! To everyone who has enthusiastically shared the news or been in to eat already, we thank you kindly!

	People move on quickly. It already feels like “old news” both for me personally in the sense that if I’m catching up with a friend and they mention the new opening I’m like oh yeah… right! And also, the window has passed that I think anyone would publish it as NEWS. One has to imagine that even ten or twenty years ago six weeks wouldn’t be old for a restaurant’s tenure… but things move quickly these days!

	If you post something for free on facebook marketplace or craigslist you can probably get someone to take it off your hands within a day or so. We spent several thousand on various junk pick ups because no repairs or renovations had been done to this space for 25 years. Toward the end of the renovation proejct, for things that had some life left and inherent value like commercial refrigeration, I was able to give these away pretty much same day. Pro tip: confirm the person has moving help before giving the address. 

	Don’t even try to understand the logic of what the city says you need to do. Just do it and play along like it makes sense.

	Take the opportunity to reset and implement better systems. A new location is a new opportunity to right the ship. We corrected for overstaffing, a menu that had gotten too big and redundant, we swapped out a predatory POS system, and improved for inefficient floor operations. There’s nothing like a new space to get things right and it’s important to take advantage of the freshness and inevitable but fleeting beginners’ mindset that the team has at this point.

	It is actually possible to get your security deposit back. We had considered not removing anything from WeHo and just losing our deposit but because I am me I decided to add that to the plate and do a massive push to empty it per the landlord’s request with a lot of help from Zenai. I was shocked when I saw the check! If you’re closing, do a walk through with LL and find out what they  consider good condition to be, deliver it that way and maybe you’ll see your money back which can help to offset a bunch of those unforeseen opening costs.

	Best laid plans. I really wanted to convert a service area into a seating area and we had figured out a way we thought we could do it but it turned out that we couldn’t for a multitude of reasons. Remain flexible. Pivot. Keep going.


It feels good to be back in the saddle. I was dreading writing this thinking I had nothing to say but I’m already feeling better and happy to be back. Stay on the look out next week for a new monthly column called Hot Plates where I present a spicy topic in dining and restaurants and open up the comments for discussion. 
Your friend, 
Lula
If you enjoyed this letter please give it a “like” to help more people discover my work. And I loveeee reading all of your comments so don’t be shy :)
Come say hi IRL and visit a Breakfast by Salt’s Cure if you are in the West Village, Carroll Gardens, Prospect Heights, Silver Lake, Hollywood, or Santa Monica! If you’re not local you can try our oatmeal griddle cake mix here.

  Read full article: https://lularphelps.substack.com/p/some-things-i-learned-opening-restaurant

  
  

  
  
    The upper limits of biology

    Various · Works in Progress · Aug 6, 2026 · 20 min read

  

  This piece is featured in Issue 25 of Works in Progress. Subscribe today to get Issue 25, and an issue every two months after, delivered straight to your door.



In June 1973, chestnut colt Secretariat ran the Belmont Stakes so fast that no horse has matched him since. In less than two and a half minutes, Secretariat flew along the track, finally pulling away to win by 31 lengths, nearly three quarters of a football field. The other horses were so far behind they weren’t even in the television frame. Fifty years later, billions of dollars have been poured into breeding and training, yet Secretariat’s record still stands.
This is the paradox of the thoroughbred: breeders have spent centuries trying to create a faster horse, but in doing so, they may have bred away the very genetic diversity that would allow the horse to keep improving, or even to remain robust.
The paradox is not confined to the racetrack. The horse began as a terrier-sized, multi-toed forest dweller and, over 55 million years of evolution and a few thousand years of human intervention, became everything from the compact Icelandic pony to the streamlined racehorse. For most of that history, natural selection shaped horses slowly. Only recently has human ambition taken over, breeding animals for speed, endurance, and docility. The result is extraordinary diversity in form and performance, but also a dramatic narrowing of genetic diversity.
The first horses
The story begins 55 million years ago, deep in the warm, humid forests that covered what is now North America. You’d be hard pressed to recognize the earliest equid. Known as Hyracotherium, it stood only 14 inches tall, closer to a terrier than a modern horse. With four toes on the front feet and three on the back, it was ideally suited to moving gingerly over soft, marshy ground and nibbling fruits and leaves.
When global temperatures rose, between 18 and 15 million years ago, the equid family diversified into more than twenty genera (the subdivision above species living in woodlands and savannas). Most of these lineages have long since died out: today, only the genus Equus survives, which includes horses, zebras, asses, and donkeys.
As grasslands spread, over millions of years, equids developed into the horses we see today. Few evolutionary stories are as well documented. In the nineteenth century, when paleontologist OC Marsh unearthed a rich collection of fossil horses in the American West, their significance was immediately recognized. Here, laid out almost step by step, was evolution in action: horses transitioning from small, many-toed forest-dwellers into large, single-toed animals that grazed on grass rather than eating fruit and leaves.
That single toe, of which the hoof is the toenail, is the evolutionary innovation key to horses’ success. Life on the plains favored animals able to run efficiently over long distances. Rigid, lightweight hooves help with this: they minimize sideways wobble while storing and releasing energy like a spring, much like the shoes a human sprinter might wear, or even the prosthetic running blades sometimes used by amputees.
Over millions of years, the number of toes fell gradually from several to just one. Between 43 and 33 million years ago, Mesohippus still sported three toes of roughly equal size, with each touching the ground. By the time of Hipparion, about 23 million years ago, the middle toe carried most of the animal’s weight: the outer two toes had shrunk into vestiges, and the middle toe had become dominant. Finally, Pliohippus took a pivotal step toward the modern form, with a single weight-bearing toe ending in a solid hoof. This evolutionary streamlining produced the feet of today’s horses: a single, sturdy keratin hoof perfectly suited for galloping over open ground.

The route to the modern horse involved several detours. Hyracotherium, the progenitor of the horse family, appears in the fossil record in North America from around 55 million years ago, disappearing again 8 million years later. Around 12 million years ago, Hipparion, which, though three-toed, otherwise resembled modern horses, colonized Eurasia. Hippidion, which had short limbs and distinctively shaped facial bones, roamed the plains and mountains of South America from around 3 million years ago. Then, around 2 million years ago, the most recent common ancestor of present-day asses and zebras crossed the Bering land bridge formerly joining Alaska and northeastern Siberia.
Within the next half a million years, their descendants rapidly expanded across Eurasia and entered Africa at least two separate times. The descendants of the first migration diversified into various zebras, while the second led to modern donkeys and African wild asses.

Although the Americas were home to the earliest proto-horses, horses (including Hippidion and others) later became extinct in the Western Hemisphere around 10,000 years ago, alongside other megafauna like giant sloths, human-sized beavers, and armadillos as big as cars. All horses in the Americas today, including the free-roaming mustangs of the American West, come from European horses introduced after the Spanish conquest – descendants of the branches of the horse family that crossed into Eurasia and avoided extinction.
The first horse tamers
Exactly when, where, and how horses were domesticated remained a mystery until recently, because fossils of wild and early domestic horses look very similar. For decades, archaeologists pointed to the Botai people of northern Kazakhstan, who lived around 5,500 years ago, as the original domesticators. Excavations revealed corrals, possible evidence of harnesses, and even pottery with residues of horse milk, a clear sign that the Botai people were not merely hunting and eating wild horses but had integrated them into many aspects of their lives.
While the Botai horses seemed like the obvious ancestors of modern horses, DNA told a different story: when scientists sequenced the genomes of twenty horses from the Botai site, they were not genetically similar to modern domestic breeds. Instead, Botai horses grouped closely with the Przewalski’s horse (pronounced shuh-VAHL-ski), a species discovered roaming the Mongolian steppe in the late 1870s and long considered the only truly wild horse.

This means that, contrary to the long-held belief that Przewalski’s horses were the last surviving truly wild horses, they are instead the feral relatives of the earliest known domestic horses found at Botai. While the Botai likely did domesticate horses first, their culture died out and their horses returned to the wild.
From steppe to stable
The horses we know and love came from a different source. They emerged more than a thousand years later, about 4,200 years ago, in the Pontic-Caspian steppes of what is now southern Russia, the same region that gave rise to famous horse-riding warriors like the Cossacks, the Golden Horde, and the Huns.
Scientists have worked this out through genetic analysis of ancient horse remains, combined with carbon dating to establish their precise age. A foal inherits half of its DNA from each of its parents. This is passed on with almost incredible accuracy, with around 2.7 billion base pairs (the data units of DNA) being copied correctly, but even so a few dozen errors creep in each time. A scientist can take the DNA of an ancient ancestor from a fossil, compare it with the DNA of a modern descendant, and then estimate how many generations have passed by counting the number of mutations that have accumulated.
In 2021, scientists did just this, sequencing genomes from 273 sets of bones ranging from 50,000 to 200 years old. By looking at the mutation rate and carbon dating the bones to confirm their exact age, they could calculate how quickly generations passed. About 4,200 years ago, the generational clock began to tick twice as fast, halving relative to wild horses, suggesting deliberate breeding.
Although bones can’t tell us how ancient horses behaved, their genomes give us clues. The researchers found that certain genetic variants became unusually common in these steppe horses. Such a pattern signals strong selective pressure: something in the environment consistently favored animals carrying particular versions of genes.
One region under heavy selection lies near a gene called ZFPM1, thought to play a role in the development of brain cells involved in mood, fear, and aggression. This suggests that early breeders might have been either deliberately or indirectly choosing animals that were more docile, allowing training, handling, and eventually riding. A second region under strong selection sits just upstream of GSDMC, a gene linked in humans to spinal problems such as chronic back pain and narrowing of the spinal canal. The signal of selection at this locus in horses suggests that breeders may have favored genetic variants associated with stronger, more resilient backs. As horseback riding spread, horses that could bear weight without developing spinal pathologies would have been more desirable.
These steppe horses, known to geneticists as DOM2 (that is, domesticated lineage two), spread like wildfire. By 2200 to 2000 BC, the DOM2 genetic profile spread beyond its region of origin to Anatolia, the lower Danube region, and Bohemia.

Archaeological evidence suggests that as DOM2 expanded, the populations of other wild horses gradually dwindled. By around 1500–1000 BC, almost all had been either absorbed or replaced. The tarpan horse, which roamed Eastern Europe, became extinct in 1909. By 1969, Przewalski’s horse was declared extinct in the wild. All living Przewalski’s horses stem from just 15 individuals captured around the year 1900. Only in 1992 did the descendants, numbering about 2,000, begin to be reintroduced on the Eurasian steppes.

The many so-called wild horse populations found around the world, including mustangs, Sable Island ponies, and Australian brumbies, all descend from modern domestic horses that became feral again within the past few centuries.
Horses for courses
Over time, humans developed distinct horse breeds with a wide range of phenotypes, from the tiny Argentinian Falabella, barely reaching a meter tall at the shoulder, to the towering French Percheron, capable of hauling tons; from horses with the standard gaits (walk, trot, canter, and gallop) to horses able to perform alternative gaits, like ambling, with no bounce, making them more comfortable to ride. The Icelandic horse’s tölt is so smooth that a rider can carry a full glass of beer without spilling a drop.
This diversity is the product of millennia of human intervention, selection, and preference, which left distinct traces in the horse’s genome. Compared with many other species, horses have a lot of diversity in the mitochondrial genome, inherited from the mother, but extremely limited variation within the Y chromosome, passed down from father to son. This contrast suggests a pattern in domestication: many local mares (female horses) were bred with a fairly narrow pool of stallions (males), concentrating paternal lineages while preserving variety in the maternal line.
Ancient DNA has given us a window beyond fossils, allowing us to track how phenotypes changed in ways that don’t show up in the fossil record. After humans, horses are one of the species ancient genomics has studied the most. In fact, the very first successful recovery and analysis of ancient DNA was from 150-year-old tissue from the extinct quagga, a close relative of the zebra, in 1984 – a year before the same was achieved with ancient human DNA. One of the oldest genomes ever successfully recovered and decoded comes from a horse bone preserved in the Yukon permafrost for over half a million years.

Coat color offers another window into early horse breeding. In living horses, the genes behind colors and patterns, like leopard spotting, tobiano patches (like the coloring of a cow), and cream dilutions (that lighten the color of a horse’s coat), are well understood. Genetic variants for dun (gray-gold, or tan), black, and leopard spotting appear in wild horses from the Upper Paleolithic, long before domestication began.
In the early Bronze Age, leopard-spotted horses were abundant at Kirklareli-Kanlıgeçit in present-day Turkey. But leopard spotting comes at a cost: horses with two copies of the gene coding for it have night blindness (the inability to see in low light). Its prevalence in certain ancient populations suggests breeders made deliberate choices, where aesthetic or symbolic value outweighed the trait’s practical drawbacks, to favor certain traits unlikely to persist in the wild. Tastes shifted with time: leopard-spotted horses lost their appeal after the early Bronze Age but gained favor in some regions during the Iron Age. And while spotted coats were popular in antiquity, solid chestnut horses prevailed in medieval Western Europe.
In the Middle Ages, horses were inseparable from power and status. Chivalry itself shares an etymological root with the Old French chevalier, literally ‘horseman’. Breeding and maintaining horses became a major industry of nobility and royalty. But they didn’t think in terms of fixed breeds the way we do today. Medieval writers grouped horses by function: the destrier trained for combat, the courser valued for speed, and the palfrey prized for a comfortable ride. Archaeological evidence backs this up. A large study of horse remains from thirteenth- and fourteenth-century London shows a range of sizes and builds, not the uniformity that we would expect from tightly restricted breeding.
Contrary to the modern idea of the medieval warhorse as a massive, towering beast, measurements from excavated horse bones across England show that most stood around 13 to 14.2 hands high, roughly the size of a sturdy modern pony. Even horses associated with elite or military contexts rarely approached the heights of today’s heavy draught breeds. What medieval riders valued instead were animals that were compact (meaning cheap to feed), strong, and agile enough to handle long distances, uneven terrain, and the demands of warfare.
The need for speed
By the seventeenth century, horses had been serving human purposes for thousands of years, plowing fields, carrying soldiers, and pulling carts. But in early-modern England, one goal came to dominate: speed. In the 1660s, King Charles II, a fervent horse racing fan, set up a horse breeding and racing center at Newmarket, near London. While horse racing had been popular in previous centuries, Charles II and other racing enthusiasts were the first to methodically breed horses at scale to improve their race performance.

Breeders discovered that horses from Arabia, Central Asia, and North Africa were often faster: they were lighter, had a greater drive to run, and were better able to dissipate heat, allowing them to sustain high speeds without overheating. From three exceptional horses imported to England, Byerley Turk (imported in the 1680s), Darley Arabian (1704), and Godolphin Arabian (1729), breeders created the ‘thoroughbred’, a new type of horse designed for speed. Today, 95 percent of all living thoroughbreds are thought to descend from just one of these stallions, Darley Arabian, through his phenomenally successful great-great-grandson, Eclipse.
Horse breeding used to be guesswork: breeders paired fast stallions with fast mares and hoped for the best. But in 1791, the General Stud Book started recording every thoroughbred’s ancestry, turning pedigree into data. Breeders could now track bloodlines, deliberately plan matings, and see which combinations actually worked. Thoroughbreds today are defined as horses whose ancestry can be traced entirely to horses listed in the General Stud Book.
Harder, better, faster, stronger
Racing and breeding evolved side by side. Races in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries involved multiple heats over distances of two to four miles, favoring horses with stamina. Horses didn’t race until they were five or six years old. But by the late eighteenth century, new races like the Derby and the St Leger reset the terms of competition. Horses now raced at three years old, over shorter distances of one to two miles.
This new format meant an increased premium on speed and precocity, and it has persisted, particularly in the United States and Australia. In Britain and Ireland, the tradition of long-distance races held on in parallel, leading to distinct types: horses that specialize in explosive speed at a young age, classic middle-distance horses, and horses bred for the stamina needed to excel in longer races.
After the creation of the thoroughbred and the Stud Book, Anglo-American breeders hit what appears to be an upper limit for speed surprisingly quickly. From the middle of the nineteenth century, when timing and record keeping became good enough to make reliable comparisons, race times improved steadily for about half a century. But although there was consistent improvement, it was small: times only fell by 1 to 2 percent, or 2 to 4 seconds over a 1.5-mile race. Race times for prominent races have not significantly fallen since around 1910. Secretariat’s 1973 Belmont time eclipsed the previous record by a stunning 2.6 seconds. However, the best time since then (Easy Goer in 1989 at 2 minutes 26 seconds) was a full 2 seconds slower than Secretariat’s.
Outside the elite, there has been continued improvement: one study found that between 1997 and 2012, accounting for differences such as ground softness and the number of runners, the average British thoroughbred increased its speed by 0.011 yards per second per year. So while we have likely reached the ceiling for how fast an exceptional horse can run, the median horse is beginning to close in on that limit, too.

The genes for speed
Until 2007, the Stud Book was the cutting edge of horse breeding technology. That changed when scientists sequenced a horse genome for the first time, that of a thoroughbred mare named Twilight. This allowed researchers to study the genetic basis of variation between individual horses far more systematically.
Another step forward in understanding thoroughbred genetics came with a paper published in 2010 that investigated the gene in horses that codes for myostatin, a protein that regulates muscle development. Mice, cattle, dogs, and even humans with mutations in this gene grow outlandishly large muscles because the gene normally acts as a brake on muscle development; with that brake damaged, muscles continue to grow unchecked.
The gene coding for myostatin in horses has around 1,100 base pairs. Looking at the exact sequence of this gene, called MSTN, in 148 thoroughbreds revealed that horses could have three different versions of the gene, differing by just one of those base pairs (either a letter ‘C’ or a ‘T’), and that each version was associated with success in different race formats. Horses with two copies of the ‘C’ version tend to be the best sprinters, those with two ‘T’s tend to be high-stamina long-distance runners, and those with one of each tend to fall between the two running profiles.
Later research found that variations in MSTN correspond with different muscle physiology. Horses with the ‘C’ version have a higher proportion of fast-twitch muscle fibers, which enable the explosive bursts of speed required for short-distance sprint racing, while those with the ‘T’ version have a higher proportion of slow-twitch fibers, which allow sustained effort.
Analyzing the DNA of modern horses and museum specimens then showed that the foundation stallions in the Stud Book all had two copies of the ‘T’ variant, and that the ‘C’ mutation probably entered through local British mares. This new variant entered thoroughbred genomes during the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, as English races like the Derby and St Leger got shorter. But the genetic trend is less pronounced in Britain than the United States, where races are rarely longer than 2,000 meters, and especially than in Australia, which favors 1,000 to 1,400-meter lengths. Commercial tests for this gene are now widely used by breeders and trainers.
The price of success
Horses’ genetic diversity remained large for thousands of years, before collapsing after the introduction of modern breeding. In nature, diversity is maintained by competing selection pressures that balance one trait against another. A wild horse does not just need to be fast. Its bones need to last. It needs to be resistant to disease. Even a domesticated working horse would, before intensive breeding began, face natural constraints on its traits.
In modern thoroughbred breeding, celebrity stallions with the best race records are in high demand. Their owners charge hundreds of thousands of dollars in stud fees, and they can sire perhaps a hundred foals per year. This means that the genes of particular males can quickly sweep to dominance in a population in a way that would be very unusual in nature.
Along with this loss of diversity, modern horses have accumulated harmful mutations as a result of breeding within a small population. In horses as in humans, repeated inbreeding concentrates harmful traits as parents who are related to each other are more likely to share the same mutations, resulting in offspring with two copies of the mutated gene, rather than one mutated copy and one normal copy, which could mask the mutation’s effects.
A genetic analysis of all Australian thoroughbreds, more than 135,000 horses, showed that inbreeding correlates with slower, shorter, and less lucrative careers. Amazingly, ten heavily crossed eighteenth-century ancestors account for over 80 percent of inbreeding in Australian thoroughbreds. Breeders are not blind to these risks. The American Quarter Horse Association, for example, requires breeding stallions to be tested for several genetic diseases.
As genetics has played such a large role in breeding horses, it is small wonder that horse breeders are moving with the frontiers of science. The world’s first cloned horse, called Prometea, was born in 2003. Horse cloning is now big business, despite an American Jockey Club ban, as other equine sports, including show jumping and polo, allow clones.
In 2024, the Argentinian company Kheiron announced the production of the first CRISPR-edited horses: Polo Pureza, an award-winning mare, was the foundation for five gene-edited clones with increased explosive speed. According to reports, the company modified the MSTN gene, so that the animals would develop more muscle fibers and potentially run faster as a result. Even so, the prospects for exceeding current records through gene editing are slim. Today’s racehorses are already tightly optimized for speed, balancing strength against the cost of carrying additional muscle mass. Adding more muscle is relatively low-hanging fruit, and if this were the key to unlocking greater speed, selective breeding would likely already have brought it about.
The thoroughbred paradox
At the Belmont Stakes in 1973, Secretariat ran in a category of his own. His extraordinary performance seems to have been the result of many unlikely factors aligning. After he died, Secretariat’s heart was reportedly measured at almost 10 kilograms – twice as much as normal. This appears to have been a physiological fluke, however, as it isn’t a trait reliably passed down to offspring. Combined with his unusual stamina, exceptionally powerful legs that allowed him to cover 25 feet per stride, favorable race conditions, and a skilled jockey, this produced a race time that has still never been matched half a century later, despite advances in breeding, training, nutrition, and veterinary care.
Secretariat offers a glimpse of the upper limits of biology. But as racehorses have pushed against that limit to become faster and more powerful, their population has become more fragile as the gene pool has narrowed. Our 4,000-year pursuit of the ultimate horse may not have much further to run.


Sophie Fessl is a science journalist.

  Read full article: https://www.worksinprogress.news/p/why-horses-have-stopped-getting-faster

  
  

  
  
    Censorship will never solve antisemitism

    Yascha Mounk · Persuasion · Aug 6, 2026 · 11 min read

  

  
Jewish Americans have historically been among the most principled defenders of free speech. When a group of neo-Nazis planned to march through the town of Skokie, Illinois, home to many Holocaust survivors, it was a Jewish attorney who stood up for their right of assembly. David Goldberger, then the legal director of the ACLU of Illinois, was no self-hating Jew, and he certainly harbored no sympathy for the National Socialist Party of America. But he realized that “the constitutional guarantees of freedom of speech and press would be meaningless if the government could pick and choose the persons to whom they apply.”
Goldberger’s position might read as the credo of a universalist Jew who prioritizes abstract principles over the interests of his group. But there was a deeper and less self-abnegating logic to his position. Like me, Goldberger was convinced that these universal principles are in the long-term interest of all ethnic and religious minorities, including Jews.
Minorities often have good reasons to feel threatened. One understandable response to this feeling is to look to the powerful for protection. But whenever you look to the powerful for protection, you become dependent on their whims.
This is a story that the Jews of the old world knew all too well. For a few decades, they would thrive under some tolerant monarch who gave them relative freedom to go about their lives with relatively little harassment. But when that monarch changed his mind, or was succeeded by a less tolerant heir, all those precious liberties would evaporate just as quickly. In fact, that pattern is literally as old as the Old Testament: As Exodus 1:8 notes, “a new king arose over Egypt who did not know Joseph,” setting off the chain of events that led to the enslavement (and eventual liberation) of the Israelites. American Jews have historically put their trust in a less precarious promise: that of constitutional principles which deprive the powerful of their ability to play favorites—even if the price consisted of neo-Nazis giving speeches in a community of Holocaust survivors.
This preference for free speech has been sorely tested over the past years. Social media has brought the poison of antisemitism, largely relegated to the fringes of public debate in the second half of the twentieth century, into much wider circulation. From Tucker Carlson to Candace Owens, Hasan Piker to Jackson Hinkle, some of the people with the largest followings on social media now delight their audiences with a litany of antisemitic tropes. From coy insinuations that the Jews have once again grown too powerful to outright conspiracy theories painting Jews as the dark forces behind just about every tragedy or social failure, hateful ideas are now being streamed to millions on TikTok, YouTube, and other platforms.
Tragically, the rise and dissemination of detestable speech has coincided with a steep increase in physical violence against Jews, from the deadly shooting at a synagogue in Pittsburgh in 2018 to the vehicular attack on a synagogue in West Bloomfield, Michigan, earlier this year. I have come to consider the rise of physical violence against Jewish communities around the country, and its psychological impact, as the Europeanization of American Jewry. When, as a teenager growing up in Germany, I first visited America, I was struck by how little protection Jewish institutions needed in the new world; now, it is nearly as easy to spot a Jewish kindergarten in New York as it long has been in Paris or Berlin: both are marked by the presence of security guards. Back then, I marveled at how much less beleaguered Jews in America seemed to feel; now, the same unceasing sense of fear and vigilance is taking hold of Jewish life in the United States.
It is little wonder that a growing number of Jews are desperate for any form of protection, and even that a growing share are willing to discard their long-held commitment to free speech in exchange for promises that things might somehow go back to normal. And as it happens, Jews are hardly alone in responding to the rise of social media with a desire to censor its contents: many Gentiles are similarly growing tempted to drain the poison out of our politics by embracing new forms of censorship. As many politicians and political commentators are quick to claim, the principal reason for the scary times we are now living through is the omnipresence of “misinformation.” If only we could find the right way to “regulate” social media, they say, things would finally go back to normal.


I understand the temptation. If it were possible to preserve all the advantages of new communication technologies, which make access to information so much more ample and painless, while banishing from the public sphere all the narcissistic influencers and psychopathic politicians using these tools to advance their own interests, the offer would be compelling. But I worry that the world they imagine simply doesn’t exist.
Let us imagine, for the sake of argument, that we grow sufficiently convinced of the unsustainability of the current situation that we become willing to “creatively reinterpret” the First Amendment. One question to ask about this is whether the trade-off would prove to be worthwhile: Would we want a manicured public sphere that hands the powerful the ability to enforce their own views even if it did drain some of the poison of antisemitism? But thinking of this choice as a trade-off presumes that the promised recompense, the establishment of a more sane and rational public sphere, would actually materialize. And I very much doubt that it would.
The case for believing that such regulations of social media would help to bring about a better public sphere rests on three tacit premises:
	The people who make decisions about what speech is allowed and what speech is verboten will be reasonable and rational.

	The reasonable and rational people who make such decisions will be able to enforce their preferences without making the censored content more popular than it was before.

	The underlying reasons that bad ideas have flourished in recent years are rooted in a lack of appropriate regulation, and increasing regulation can therefore eradicate such ideas.


The first assumption is simply that the people who are in some way empowered to make decisions about what should or should not be censored will in fact make good decisions. At a time when mainstream institutions were deeply shaped by a stable political consensus centered around a number of broadly shared ideals, such an idealized view of the world might have been tempting. But America today is more polarized than it has been at any point in recent memory. Those who advocate for points of view that, until a few years ago, would have been considered disqualifyingly extreme are no longer on the margins; they hold the reins of formal political power and enjoy some of the biggest platforms anybody could wish for. Under these circumstances, it is deeply naive to think that “letting the government pick and choose” who enjoys the freedoms guaranteed by the Constitution would be a good idea.
The smartest case for free speech has never turned on denying that some utterances are so vile that all of us would be better off if they somehow disappeared from the public sphere. Rather, it was always based on skepticism that any institution, private or public, would consistently make these determinations in a reasonable and selfless manner. The growing influence of extreme views and the immense power that extreme political movements now hold should be a reason to double down on, not to discard, that insight.
The second assumption is that attempts to censor speech are likely to succeed in reducing the salience of terrible ideas. There is some superficial plausibility to this. While it is always important to pay attention to the ways in which political actions can backfire, the presumption should be that, most of the time, political actors aren’t so ignorant or incompetent as to harm their own cause with their efforts.
But in the case of free speech, we have plenty of evidence to suggest that—unless repression is, as in some dictatorships, extremely severe and wide-ranging—attempts at censorship usually fail. The appeal of the forbidden fruit is so strong that many of the most successful idea entrepreneurs are forever drawn towards portraying themselves as censored even when, by any objective standard, they are not. Indeed, it is sometimes hard to know what accounts for the success of some of today’s most vile media personalities if not for this appeal; a substantial portion of the audience for people such as Nick Fuentes is as attracted to the frisson they derive from breaking the biggest possible taboos as they are to the actual claims that they make.
Both the idea that we can trust the would-be censors and the idea that their efforts would be effective are in a sense downstream from the third key assumption: the belief that institutional changes, rather than technological realities, stand at the root of the problem.
There may have been a time when the structure of mass communication made it possible to exclude certain ideas from broad circulation. Back in an era when reaching a mass audience took both enormous financial investment and required the cooperation of a large number of highly-trained professionals, an ethos widely shared between journalists and the owners of big television networks could, porously and imperfectly, restrict the scope of public debate.
But those days are long gone. Nowadays, the costs of production and dissemination are negligible. Anybody can put together a near-professional studio in their own home for a few hundred dollars. The ability to reach a mass audience has been radically democratized. Established media outlets, while still influential, have lost their capacity to gatekeep. Today, a single episode of the Joe Rogan Experience draws a vastly larger number of viewers than the nightly audiences of CNN, MSNBC, and Fox News combined.
These technological changes are the real cause of our transformed public sphere. Attempts to turn back the clock by introducing strict regulations are unlikely to rein in the conspiracy theories that have so quickly proliferated on social media. Indeed, many countries in Europe have all along had in place the kinds of guardrails for which Americans wishing to curtail the First Amendment so fervently wish. They criminalize all kinds of political speech, from denial of the Holocaust to anything that might be thought liable to incite racial hatred. They routinely compel social media platforms to delete any posts that could even remotely be considered illegal. Countries such as the United Kingdom even arrest thousands of people for violating these rules every year.
And yet, none of these practices have marginalized the extremists or restored the placid discourse of an earlier era. Jews are no safer in Europe than they are in America. And while extremists still remain in the opposition in most countries in Western Europe, polls suggest that they may be only one election away from storming the gates of power. The reason should, by now, be obvious: the problem is not political but structural. The nature of communication in the age of social media has allowed previously fringe ideas to flood the mainstream. Short of the extreme censorship practiced by some of the world’s most repressive dictatorships, regulation can’t bring back the past.


None of this is to say that all forms of regulation are in principle inadmissible. There are some strong reasons for (as well as some real reasons against) banning the use of social media for children, for example. And I have long believed that those social media companies that effectively do act like publishers, by favoring some content on the basis of the views expressed, should also be treated as such—which would make them much more liable for the content they amplify. But any attempt to regulate social media must conform with the letter and the spirit of the First Amendment.
It isn’t hard to see why many Jewish leaders and organizations have lately grown less supportive of free speech. But anyone who gives in to these understandable temptations neglects a crucial historical lesson: Any power that can arbitrarily grant us rights (such as being protected from the offensive chants of antisemites) can just as arbitrarily deprive us of those same rights (such as decreeing that advocacy in support of our own causes and concerns constitutes offensive speech that must be silenced).
Jews have historically thrived in free societies that grant rights to all of their members without regard to the groups into which they happen to be born. Free speech is among the most fundamental of these rights. Jews must remain among its most ardent defenders.
This article was originally published in SAPIR journal.


Follow Persuasion on X, Instagram, LinkedIn, and YouTube to keep up with our latest articles, podcasts, and events, as well as updates from excellent writers across our network.
And, to receive pieces like this in your inbox and support our work, subscribe below:

  Read full article: https://www.persuasion.community/p/censorship-will-never-solve-antisemitism

  
  

  
  
    What will the 21st century road to housing act do for housing supply?
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A few weeks ago the 21st Century ROAD to Housing Act became law. This is an enormous housing bill that’s been in the works for roughly a year — I first discussed it on Statecraft back in 2025 — and folks are optimistic that it will, per its description, “increase the supply of housing in America.”
But actually understanding what, specifically, the law will do is tricky. Like many large pieces of legislation, this is an amalgamation of many smaller laws: the Act has 59 individual sections, each of which does something different. Some of these sections create new housing programs; some of these sections modify existing government housing programs in complex ways; and others relax or change various housing laws but have complicated implementation details.
And once you’ve parsed what the law will actually do, you still need to predict how the various participants in the housing market will actually respond to the changes. (As we covered last month, the actual effects of laws can diverge significantly from lawmakers’ intentions.)  Much of this law is aimed at changing the incentives around housing production — stimulating the production of housing by relaxing various constraints on producing it. But it’s not always obvious how binding the particular constraints that the law targets are, and how much housing we can expect to be unlocked by easing them.
As this is the biggest US housing bill in living memory, aimed at addressing one of the biggest problems in the US, it’s worth looking closely at the law and trying to tease out what the likely effects on housing supply will actually be.
Because there are so many individual sections, each of which requires drilling somewhat deep on a particular government program or aspect of the housing market, I’m not going to try to do this all in one shot. This will be the first in a series of posts (probably 4–5 total), each of which looks at one chunk of the housing bill.
A high-level look
At a high level, we can sort the individual provisions of the ROAD to Housing Act into three categories:
	Provisions that target the construction of new housing, either directly or indirectly.

	Provisions that target the preservation of existing housing.

	Provisions that do something else.


Despite the ostensible overarching goal of the law being increasing housing supply, most provisions of it actually fall into the third category and won’t realistically have any impact on housing supply. Some of these third-category provisions are totally unrelated to housing: there’s one that prevents the Federal Reserve from establishing a digital currency through 2030. Others are about housing, but won’t do anything to actually touch housing supply, such as a provision that provides grants to install temperature sensors in public housing. So while the law is a sprawling mass of changes, the biggest potential effects on housing supply are concentrated in a smaller number of provisions.
Another key aspect of this law is that no funding is allocated for any of its programs. The very last section, 1202, specifically states that “[n]o additional funds are authorized to be appropriated to carry out the requirements of this Act.” That means that any changes that require money to implement will need to get it from a separate congressional appropriation. For instance, section 208 of the Act creates an Innovation Fund of up to $200 million a year to award to jurisdictions that show increases in the housing supply, but the actual money for this fund will need to be awarded separately. This doesn’t mean these changes won’t be implemented, but it does create another barrier that many of the provisions will need to clear before they can have any effect. (For reference, the science half of the 2022 “CHIPS and Science Act” similarly passed with no funding specifically allocated to it, and anywhere from 60 to 90% of its authorized funding was actually appropriated depending on the year.)
The ROAD to Housing Act is broken into 12 “titles,” each one of which contains a bundle of provisions, but the most important changes are concentrated in titles 1, 2, 3, 5, and 10. In this post I’ll just look at Title I, “Opportunities for Housing.”
Title I — Opportunities for Housing
Title I of the ROAD to Housing Act contains seven provisions and is basically a grab bag of new programs and modifications to existing programs.
The headline items in this section are:
102 — Federal Guidelines for Point-Access Block Buildings. This instructs the Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) to create federal guidelines for point access blocks, multifamily apartment buildings with a single stairway and no central corridor. It also allows HUD to set up a grant program for jurisdictions that want to evaluate point access blocks.
103 — Exemption on Construction or Modification of Residential Housing on an Infill Site. This provision exempts infill housing constructed as part of the United States Department of Agriculture’s (USDA) Rural Development program from having to undergo an environmental review (such as required by NEPA).
105 — FHA Small-Dollar Mortgages. This allows (but does not require) HUD to create a program to expand access to inexpensive mortgages (less than $100,000) backed by the Federal Housing Administration (FHA).
These are all positive changes. Point access blocks, also known as single-stair buildings, are widely used in Europe, but disallowed by most modern US building codes, and they’re something that urbanists have been advocating for years. The Center for Building in North America, for instance, has devoted a lot of effort to advocating for single-stair buildings at the state level. Eliminating the requirement for a second stairway means that, for certain building sizes, a lot less of a building’s floorplate is devoted to non-rentable stairs and corridors, effectively reducing construction costs by an estimated 6–13%. I once spoke to a developer who was willing to cover the cost of a new fire truck if a jurisdiction would allow the use of single-stair buildings, such was the magnitude of the projected savings.
Expanding access to small-dollar mortgages is also tackling a real problem. The fundamental issue with small-dollar mortgages is a tension between what a mortgage originator earns on a mortgage and what it costs them to originate. A large chunk of origination costs is fixed — it takes a similar amount of effort to process the paperwork whether the mortgage is for $100,000 or $1,000,000. But earnings on a mortgage are a function of how much is being loaned, so profits are much smaller on small mortgages and originators have less incentive to originate them.
Likewise, it’s been noted over and over again how burdensome federal environmental review requirements can be: reducing them for a federal homebuilding program is a real win.
But we should also be realistic about the magnitude of the impact these changes are likely to have.
For section 102, point access blocks, this is a change that’s part of a much larger trend towards legalizing them. As of 2025, 19 states had introduced bills to study or allow point access blocks, and in May of this year the International Code Council voted to adopt provisions that would allow for point access blocks up to four stories tall in the 2027 International Building Code (a model building code adopted in some form by every US state). So even in the absence of this provision in the new federal law, jurisdictions were already moving in this direction. And on its own, section 102 has little in the way of teeth. It just mandates the creation of federal guidelines regarding point access blocks; it doesn’t require any jurisdictions to actually follow them.
Which isn’t to say that there’s no potential impact. A federal set of guidelines could potentially provide enough legitimacy to push jurisdictions to adopt point access blocks that otherwise wouldn’t. If a grant program materializes, that could also accelerate their adoption in certain jurisdictions. And if the generated federal guidelines allow for buildings with a higher number of stories (the provision allows up to six, rather than the four adopted by the IBC), this could theoretically push states to set their height limits higher than they otherwise would. But overall I expect the impact of this provision to be fairly marginal.
For section 103, environmental review of the USDA’s Rural Development infill housing, the impact of this is blunted by two things. One is that much of the program’s housing construction is already subject to a NEPA categorical exclusion; the other is that the program currently builds very little housing, and this section probably won’t change that.
The USDA’s Rural Development agency administers a collection of programs intended to “improve the economy and quality of life in rural parts of the US.” Many of these efforts are devoted to housing: since 1950 the USDA has funded the “construction, purchase, or repair of over 5.5 million rural housing units.” But currently, this program doesn’t build much housing: it’s hard to get clean numbers because the USDA doesn’t break down which loans go to new construction and which go to purchasing existing housing, but it’s probably building less than 5,000 units per year across single-family and multifamily housing, and possibly less than 1,000. Housing built on infill sites specifically (which are sites already served by infrastructure such as electricity, water, and sewer lines), which are the only projects covered by this provision, will be some smaller fraction of this.
What’s more, much of this construction was already effectively exempt from NEPA’s requirement to produce an environmental report. Repairs to existing housing, construction of single-family homes, and small multifamily projects already had a NEPA categorical exclusion, which means they don’t require a more thorough Environmental Assessment or Environmental Impact Statement. And this provision wouldn’t affect any state-level environmental study requirements, such as California’s CEQA. So in practice removing the requirement for an environmental study will only affect a narrow sliver of an already small universe of housing. It’s conceivable that removing a burdensome federal environmental review process might create an uptick in the number of projects that would fall outside the categorical exclusion, such as larger multifamily projects, but this would surprise me: I expect the impact of this change to be pretty minor.
For section 105, small-dollar mortgages, it helps to remember that the FHA is basically an insurance company: it sells mortgage lenders insurance policies against borrowers defaulting, in order to “incentivize lenders to make loans they otherwise would not.” It sells this insurance to a substantial chunk of the market: roughly 11 to 15% of US home purchases have FHA insurance. Because FHA insurance is so widely used, and because it specifically targets folks who might otherwise have difficulty getting a mortgage, a program to expand access to mortgages below $100,000 could potentially be a big deal for low-income homebuyers, enabling them to get mortgages that might otherwise not be worth a lender’s while to make.
The challenge here is that very few new homes built in the US are sold below $100,000. In 2023 there were only 1,000 new homes sold for less than $150,000 in the entire US. So currently, this would theoretically apply to at most a few hundred new conventional homes built each year.
There’s also a larger universe of manufactured homes that this could apply to: roughly 100,000 manufactured homes are sold each year, and nearly 40% of manufactured home mortgages are FHA-insured (though not all manufactured homes have mortgages). But this universe is also narrowed: a small-dollar mortgage program would only apply to homes titled as real property, which is probably about 20% (~20,000) of new manufactured home shipments. And only a fraction of these would actually fall below the $100,000 cutoff: the average price of a new manufactured home, sans land or installation, is already above $120,000. Once you include land and installation (as you would for any manufactured home titled as real property), you’re even farther above $100,000. It’s thus likely more than half of new manufactured homes titled as real property would be beyond the $100,000 cutoff.
Of course, the question for the effect on housing supply is not how many homes are currently built that cost under $100,000, but how many might be built if it were easier for folks to get mortgages for them. It’s conceivable that lendability of small-dollar mortgages is a major binding constraint, and with it relaxed we’d see a major uptick in the construction of smaller, more affordable houses for less than $100,000. (This might be especially true for manufactured homes, given the cost-reducing changes that are being made to manufactured home regulations in Title III of this legislation, which I’ll cover in a future installment in this series.) This doesn’t seem amazingly likely to me, but neither does it seem impossible. And outside of the impact on housing supply, there would probably also be some social benefits from increasing access to mortgages for existing low-priced homes.
A small-dollar mortgage program could also potentially apply to ADU construction, as long as the remaining mortgage on the primary property didn’t push the combined loan over $100,000. I suspect that’s also a pretty small universe of potential homes — if your mortgage balance is substantially less than $100,000 and you’re considering an ADU, you probably have other financing options available (such as a home equity line of credit) — but it’s another possible avenue for a provision like this to work.
Of course, this all depends on a small-dollar mortgage program actually being created, it being structured in such a way that actually incentivizes lenders to make more small-dollar mortgages, and its effectiveness not being eaten away by inflation (since there’s no provision for raising the $100,000 cutoff over time). None of these is guaranteed. But to me there’s a higher plausible upside to this provision than to the other provisions we’ve looked at.
Sections 102, 103, and 105 are what I consider the headline provisions in this section, but there are several other provisions as well.
101 — Reforms to Housing Counseling and Financial Literacy Programs. This section “clarifies the authority of HUD to evaluate housing counseling agencies” and makes some tweaks to how counseling resources are distributed. This will possibly have some impact on reducing foreclosures by giving counseling resources to help people avoid them (though I doubt it), but the effect on new housing supply is basically nothing.
104 — Database of Publicly Owned Land. This requires any jurisdiction that receives a federal Community Development Block Grant (CDBG) from HUD to maintain a publicly accessible database that identifies all undeveloped parcels of land owned by the jurisdiction.
This is, presumably, to make it easier for developers to find publicly owned parcels of land that might be suitable for development. And this affects a lot of jurisdictions — over 1,200 cities, states, and counties in the US get CDBGs from HUD. But it strikes me as unlikely that finding these parcels of land is a major bottleneck to the development process. GIS-based parcel ownership lookup tools, for instance, are already pretty common. There’s also the problem that this provision excludes a lot of potentially useful publicly owned parcels, because they’d be publicly owned by a government entity other than whoever is receiving the block grant. School districts, for instance, are technically their own special-purpose governments that own things in their own name. So an empty parcel of land owned by a school district wouldn’t necessarily be included in an undeveloped land database administered by the state or county.
It’s possible that the mere act of creating this database causes jurisdictions to look more closely at their land resources and decide to sell some of them for housing development, but that strikes me as not amazingly likely. Overall it’s hard to see this having much, if any, impact on housing supply.
106 — Temperature Sensor Pilot Program. This section requires HUD to create a pilot program to provide grants to housing agencies to install temperature sensors, to ensure public housing doesn’t get too hot or too cold. A positive development, but not one that affects housing supply at all.
107 — Housing Supply Frameworks. This section requires HUD to publish best practices for state and local zoning “to support the production of adequate housing.” This includes things like reducing or eliminating parking minimums, increasing allowed floor area ratios (FAR) to allow for bigger buildings on sites, encouraging transit-oriented development, and so on.
These are all things that urbanists like, but it’s hard to see much upside from publishing a list of best practices when information on these sorts of best practices is already widely available. I have heard, however, that the hope is that a “ROAD 2.0” housing act could include incentives for zoning best practices adoption, and for that it’s helpful if there’s already a set of federal recommendations. So the main impact of this provision might be a function of future legislation. On its own, though I doubt this will have much impact.
Conclusion
Overall the content of Title I in the 21st Century ROAD to Housing Act is fairly representative of what’s in the law. There are a few provisions that are aimed at very real problems in the housing sector — legalizing single-stair buildings, reducing the burden of environmental review, and improving the incentives for lenders to offer small-dollar mortgages — the effects of which will depend on how much that particular constraint was actually binding, and how people respond to the changed incentives. Along with these is a collection of other provisions that make various positive changes regarding housing (new resources, new or improved programs) but that probably won’t affect housing supply at all.
The next post in this series will look at Title II, a long section with lots of relevant housing supply provisions in it. And for more on what jurisdictions can do to take advantage of the various provisions and the federal dollars that will flow from them, my colleagues at IFP wrote a useful explainer.
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  The FCC has spent the past year quietly rewiring the American import market, first routers, then drones, next undersea cables, and as of last week, robots. A 1934 statute plus two overwhelmingly bipartisan bills from 2020 and 2021 have turned what many thought was a sleepy spectrum regulator into one of Washington’s most aggressive national security agencies.
Adam Chan is national security counsel and senior advisor to FCC Chairman Brendan Carr, and directs the agency’s new Council on National Security. He previously clerked on the Second Circuit and served as a national security legal fellow for the House Select Committee on China. ChinaTalk’s Aqib Zakaria co-hosts.
We discuss…
	How the covered list works 

	The case for “simple and stupid” rules over big-brained ones with endless carve-outs

	Onshoring plans, allied carve-outs, and the 65% domestic content test

	Why robot vacuums got swept in alongside humanoids

	How AGI-pilled you have to be for the robot rule to make sense


Listen now on your favorite podcast app.


GovAI was founded ten years ago on the belief that AI would end up transforming our world. Ten years later, the organization is at the forefront of trying to help decision-makers in government and industry navigate the transition to advanced AI.
GovAI is now hiring for its next cohort of Research Scholars and Research Fellows. Scholars are one-year positions that provide an intellectual home for ambitious researchers and policy professionals looking to advance their careers or transition into AI policy. Fellows are longer-term positions for experienced researchers with an established track-record looking for a place that supports their most impactful work.
Both roles offer significant freedom to pursue policy research, advise decision-makers, or launch new initiatives.
Applications close 16 August 2026. Learn more and apply at https://www.governance.ai/opportunities


Jordan Schneider: This national security FCC energy dates back to its founding, no?
Adam Chan: The Communications Act of 1934, section one, establishes the FCC. One of two purposes is for the purpose of national defense. Right there, from the beginning, there was a national security focus in the FCC’s mandate. That mandate is still there, and you’ve seen over the last decade a growing role for the FCC in national security.
For Chairman Carr, national security has been his priority for years, and he’s brought that focus to the chairmanship for the first time. He brought me on as a kind of unique person within the chairman’s office to focus on and coordinate the national security side of things. We’ve set up this new Council on National Security within the FCC to coordinate a lot of the national security work the Commission is doing across multiple different bureaus and offices.
Jordan Schneider: It’s cool, because in the 1930s it was very much a forward-looking thing to see that radios are the future of warfare. And of course World War II comes, you get the Battle of the Beams, you have war radio that enables battlefield operations at a wide scale, which weren’t necessarily possible over the course of World War I. And here we are in 2026 with the FCC on the bleeding edge of technology talking to us about robots and drones.
Let’s start with robots, since this was the latest thing you guys did. Maybe walk through the timeline of how something like this gets on the FCC’s radar as a topic that may need more aggressive regulation, and how something like this evolves, before we talk through the specifics of what’s actually in the regulation.

Adam Chan: I guess I’ll wind the clock back probably further than you want me to wind the clock back —
Jordan Schneider: Hey, I just brought us back to World War I. You can go as far back as you want.
Adam Chan: Fair! So 2020 and 2021 are two important years. Congress passed two standalone pieces of legislation. For the good-governance folks out there who are constantly saying Congress has to do more, why isn’t Congress doing its job — FCC authorities represent an example where Congress, in overwhelmingly bipartisan fashion, with just a handful of no votes in the House, passed the Secure and Trusted Communications Networks Act in 2020 and then the Secure Equipment Act in 2021, which established this new regulatory framework known as the FCC’s covered list.
The way that works is we have a covered list of equipment and services, established under the Secure and Trusted Communications Networks Act. In that mechanism, the FCC can’t actually update our own covered list. This is different than, say, OFAC sanctions lists, or BIS and their entity list, or the 1260H list of military companies at the Department of War. Instead, we require another national security agency or interagency body to make a determination that is the legal predicate by which the FCC then updates the covered list and enforces the rules.
One of the primary implications of a device being on the covered list is that it can’t get authorized for import or sale in the United States. A lot of people know the FCC for its regulation of spectrum, or maybe broadcast media, but also virtually all electronic devices — any device that emits radio frequency, which is pretty much all electronic devices, needs to get FCC authorization before being imported, marketed, or sold in the United States. You’ve probably seen a little FCC logo on a lot of your devices, but that also gives us the tool to shut off new models of devices from coming into the country.
So that’s the broad overview of the FCC’s covered list and what the tools are. You’ve seen the covered list used a lot over the last few years. The most recent action, just last week, was on advanced robotic devices — think mobile robots generally — and power inverters. On the mobile robots determination in particular, this is an interesting scenario, because this is a pretty nascent industry. There’s a pretty good justification that we’re getting ahead of where things might be, say, five years down the line.
The covered list arose back in 2019, 2020, where the FCC was confronting a problem in domestic telecom networks. We were almost entirely reliant on Huawei or ZTE equipment in this radio access network telecom equipment, and had to do this big rip-and-replace to swap untrusted for trusted vendors in our telecom networks. There’s a lot of thinking in the US government about how we can avoid that situation playing out in critical industries like robotics — which, I mean, you guys know better than I do, but I think a lot of people think will be a pretty major industry in the coming years and decades.
Getting Ahead of the Humanoids
Jordan Schneider: Look, we’ve done stuff on undersea cables — established, very big deal. Telecom, obviously, a known big quantity for a while. Drones also, something which has a clear, demonstrated industry and impact. The type of robotics you guys are targeting, people think it’s the future, but it’s much more of a forward-looking speculative bet than the ones you ran through over the past six years. So what drove the impetus to try to restrict the sort of robots that the US is going to be able to import in the coming years?
Adam Chan: First, as mentioned, ultimately we implemented a determination that was made by the broader executive branch. The FCC did not write the national security determination — we’re not the ones who, as a legal matter, chose this. But if you look at the determination, there are two national security risks that are highlighted.
One relates to remote access, cybersecurity, surveillance, and the ability to remotely manipulate a device such that it poses threats. You guys have probably seen videos of robots behaving badly, but more seriously, I think the national security threats here are kind of obvious.
The other is that this is something where the US has a nascent industry but is overwhelmingly reliant on foreign imports of devices. There’s a real risk of a supply chain dependence that, as these devices become critical to the industries of the future, we could end up in a situation where we are very dependent on foreign sources. Maybe these devices are critical to military applications, maybe to manufacturing and other industrial sectors, in which case it is very important for the US to have its own supply.
The covered list automatically means we ban new models getting approved for import or sale. So the covered list works best in fast-evolving industries, where probably the robot of today is not really going to be on the market in five years. There’s a pretty fast obsolescence cycle relative to many other industries, just because the cutting edge is evolving so quickly.
Jordan Schneider: You mentioned the national security risk of someone you don’t like taking control of the robot and, I don’t know, using it to whack people or power plants. What’s up with the two-kilogram exception? I’ve seen some really scary demos of little DARPA insect robots. Why should we not be worried about those coming in from China?

Adam Chan: No comment on the specific DARPA insect robots. I think, looking at what the main market segments are, and what poses the most acute national security risks — I would also note, a good thing about the covered list is that people often complain, hey, this is a blunt instrument, there wasn’t a long comment cycle period, there are more nuanced ways to go about things. There’s actually a strong argument, in this case and in other examples of FCC policy, that the simple and stupid policy is the best policy. It allows for fast action, we avoid the whack-a-mole problem of naming specific entities or coming up with complex definitions and long transition periods, and we send a very strong market signal that gets the attention of industry, to hopefully crowd in capital and investment.
To your point that maybe DARPA-like insect robots become a big thing at some point in the future — it’s actually possible to quickly evolve what’s on the covered list through new determinations. There is a conditional approval process built into the robot determination, so the Department of War can review applications from robotics companies saying, hey, my robot’s produced abroad but doesn’t pose national security risks, I’m planning to bring production to the United States. But it’s also possible that further exceptions or expansions can be built in later.
I know we’re going to talk more about drones later, but for example, on drones there was a drone determination with a pretty broad definition of what a drone was. Later there was a new determination that basically exempted toy drones — a certain definition based on especially small drones that can’t really fly very far, designed to fly around in a home, like a wooden drone that a kid plays with. That was able to be actioned pretty quickly.
This potentially could evolve in the future if there are new national security threats, or we realize there’s actually a segment of the market that was not intended to be included. But here, the executive branch thought about the definition a lot and engaged with industry and other experts in the field, and this seemed to be a definition that would be well understood by industry while addressing the most acute problem.
Aqib Zakaria: That’s an interesting point about the blunt instrument. We’ve seen BIS deal with this whack-a-mole situation, especially with chips. I wonder how the FCC is handling it in terms of who actually decides this one’s okay, that one’s not okay. And is there a staffing problem that we’ve usually seen in the agencies, where there’s so much to handle and there’s not enough people to actually go through it? The policy works, it’s just hard to actually implement in practice.
Adam Chan: So far, at least, we took similar action — the broad-based ban on new models getting authorized for import or sale — for both drones and drone components as well as routers, and those have been ongoing for several months now. As of now, the Department of War has been taking the lead in reviewing applications for conditional approval. There is a guidance document there. Right now they have a pretty well-honed process where conditional approvals come out in just a few weeks, so it’s much faster than many other kinds of national security reviews in the interagency process. They have, to my knowledge, hired some people. They have a budget to handle this. So far it seems to be going quite well on that front. Obviously we assume we’ll get a bunch more applications based on last week’s action, but I’m optimistic things will continue to move smoothly.
Industrial Policy Is National Security?
Jordan Schneider: You mentioned things like market signal, and concerns about building a domestic ecosystem to replace these imports. What is the balance of motivation here between “we’re worried about a foreign actor turning on my robot to blow something up” versus “this is an industrial policy for an industry of the future we want to have a foothold in”?
Adam Chan: I really see that as a false dichotomy. It’s not necessarily the case that there’s a bucket of national security concerns and then a bucket of industrial policy concerns. Industrial policy really is critical to national security. Obviously there are real national security concerns on, as you say, the remote control of a robot, or other cybersecurity and data collection issues that are traditional national security concerns. But it also seems pretty obvious that in critical industries, especially industries of the future, the US needs to be able to produce them domestically and have a strong domestic industry.
To take drones, which is the most obvious and has been ongoing the longest of the recent FCC covered list actions — we have actually seen a lot of investment into drones. Over $5 billion since we’ve done it, over a million square feet of manufacturing capacity, thousands of jobs. It seems very obvious to me, watching current dynamics in ongoing military conflicts and the growing use of drones in the commercial economy, that if we want to be secure as a national security matter, we need to be able to produce drones and not be entirely dependent on foreign countries — often highly concentrated in one or several foreign countries — for all of our drone capacity.
Jordan Schneider: On robots and drones — Ukraine has not been able to create an industry that is isolated from Chinese parts, and they have had as much incentive as a nation could possibly have to do so. There are similar questions in the US with, maybe you can make them, but not particularly at scale. We’ve done plenty of coverage on ChinaTalk over the past few years about all of these rare earth dependencies and magnet dependencies and particular parts in the robot ecosystem, which basically are 99% from China, and they already have a giant-scale business.
So as you guys are making a call like this — there are worlds in which it turns out the choice is not between imported Chinese robots and domestic US robots, but between imported Chinese robots and basically not having a functional or competitive domestic robot ecosystem. How are you weighing the availability and supply compared to what the risks are on the other side, both from a national security and an industrial policy perspective?
Adam Chan: I would answer that in two ways. One is that the least expensive and easiest time to address a supply chain dependency is right now. It’s only going to get harder as these industries grow and as all the basic commercial incentives are to continue to entrench the dependency.
One reason the covered list is a good tool is that while we recently passed regulations to allow us to ban the import and sale of certain already-authorized models on the covered list, as a general rule it only affects new models — which means there is this transition period where it’s not a sudden shutoff, but rather a transition over several years that allows industry to adapt.
We’ve actually seen lessons that industry is pretty adaptable. Oil prices haven’t spiked to $500 a barrel because of the Strait of Hormuz. Markets tend to clear. I’ve been talking with any number of interesting startups in the drone space that are building out capacity to produce brushless motors, batteries, magnets at scale — that again didn’t come online one month after we took the action, but two, three years after we took the action, I think the US parts industry, a lot of these electronic parts that are critical to things like drones, things like robots, will really come alive.
We’ve seen something like routers. There were zero entities that produce routers in America, but as of now there are dozens of companies that have committed to expanding production of routers in this country. Some are going to break ground even later this year on new factories. So I do think this is something industry can adapt to when the market signal is there. And right now there is obviously demand for robots. We’re optimistic industry will be able to meet the demand and that US industrial supply lines will be more secure afterwards.
Jordan Schneider: My only take on this is that the political economy is such that you hear a lot more from the Boston Dynamics of the world, who released a positive press release saying, yeah, of course we don’t want Chinese competition — and the VC-backed startups who are trying to make a thing — as opposed to the long-tail consumer class. Anyway, maybe it’ll change, but —
Adam Chan: Right. Although I will say on that — let’s say you’re a company that uses foreign imported robots or drones. Would you rather have a gradual transition period where maybe your drones or robots cost a little bit more, and in exchange you get secure supply chains going forward? Or would you rather always have that risk of a potential total shutoff, which could cripple your business — especially as you become more and more dependent on things like drones and robots for the business model?
Jordan Schneider: And I guess there’s a collective action problem where no one’s going to do it unless everyone does.
Carve-Outs, Onshoring, and Allies
Aqib Zakaria: I’m curious about the industrial policy calculus, especially for the robot rule. My understanding is that there’s some level of carve-out for researchers there — unfortunately, the best robots right now for research are cheap Unitree ones. Maybe you can still buy those under the current rule, but then how do you wean off later? There’s some needle you have to thread there, where you’re trying to get an American domestic robot industry off the ground but also not crippling robotics research while we’re in that transition.
Adam Chan: It is the case under FCC rules that there are some built-in exceptions to the general ban on import or authorization for import or sale. One, it does not affect imports or sales to the US for use by the US government, which makes a lot of sense. But to your point, there’s also a measure for imports for product development. If you’re importing in small quantities to develop your product, that is something you can continue to do. So if there’s a foreign robot that maybe is not going to be able to be authorized for widespread commercial sale — if you are a US robot company looking to train some AI model or build your own robot, you can continue to do that.
We were in a situation with drones where, interestingly, we clarified there were some US counter-UAS, or counter-drone, companies that were importing foreign drones to practice on. Even something like that is still permissible, again, if it complies with other FCC regulations and doesn’t exceed the quantity limit.
Jordan Schneider: So wait — Adam, you got an email saying, “Hey Adam, can we import some Chinese drones as long as we promise to blow them up?”
Adam Chan: Right. Well, listen, if a defense contractor wants to import any product in order to develop their systems, they are permitted to do so in small quantities. We have not affected that.
Jordan Schneider: On the industrial policy question, there was another line somewhere deep in these regs saying we’re more likely to give you an exemption if you promise to build a plant in America. Can you talk a little bit about the thought process behind that — what that equation is?
Adam Chan: This goes to the conditional approval process. We have put out guidance documents compiled by the executive branch for each of drones, routers, robots, and power inverters that have been added to the covered list. As part of the conditional approval process in that guidance document, there is a requirement to submit an onshoring plan — where you describe, all right, how are we going to actually onshore production?
Everyone recognizes the realism here that we’re not looking for 100% of production for every company to be onshore tomorrow, so we have allowed for a phased transition period. But my understanding is the executive branch is not interested in just granting broad exemptions to companies to continue to produce abroad, even if the company itself, from an ownership or cybersecurity standpoint, doesn’t pose any major national security risks.
Jordan Schneider: Is there any hashtag allied scale in there?
Adam Chan: The emphasis so far of these actions has been on domestic production. Obviously the actions are country neutral, but certainly there’s no prohibition on companies in allied countries applying for conditional approval. I would also note, for example, on the robots one or drones — if you meet the domestic end product definition, which is basically assembled in the US, 65% components by value produced in the US, that’s sufficient, which also obviously leaves some components that can continue to be imported. I would note on the drone side, there’s also an exemption for any drone or drone component that has been cleared on the Department of War’s Blue UAS list. So this is their list of drones that are cleared for sale to the military. And many of those —
Aqib Zakaria: Do allied companies or allied countries get this impression when the FCC releases the rule that this rule is really not for us, we’re definitely going to get an exemption? Or is there this sense of — I think sometimes there’s regulation and there’s a mild panic from allies where we’re not sure how this rule is going to apply to us. How does that process become clear to allies and companies operating in those jurisdictions?
Adam Chan: We have some engagement directly with embassies, that kind of thing. We’ve also been coordinating with the State Department to brief other countries on these measures. Our message generally to foreign governments and foreign countries, across the board, is: apply for conditional approvals. There’s not really a downside, and again, I think we’re interested in hearing —
Jordan Schneider: Are there fees, Adam?
Adam Chan: What’d you say?
Jordan Schneider: Is this a revenue game? What are the fees here?
Adam Chan: There are no fees. So it’s a pretty easy process. Any company from any country can apply to be considered.
Robot Vacuums + How AGI-Pilled is the FCC?
Jordan Schneider: Well, what does cost money is DJI suing you guys. Robots has only been out a week, so we haven’t had any lawsuits yet. The one I could see coming would be from a Roborock, who is saying, Adam, give me a break, your robot vacuum cleaner is not going to kill you.
This is also where the consumer harms start to become a little more apparent. I have not bought one of these yet — not because they are Chinese made, but because they’re just still kind of dumb. But hopefully in the next year or two they will no longer be. I’m going to need Adam or some friend in the Pentagon to approve the new model so that I can still get them.
What was the thought process on the robot vacuums versus the humanoids or more broadly capable robots?
Adam Chan: Once again, ultimately the determinations are made by the executive branch and not the FCC directly. But I can point to — there was recently a story, and I may get the exact details wrong, so forgive me, but someone was actually playing with their DJI drone and somehow managed to gain access to a whole suite of robot vacuums. Once again, there’s this question of cybersecurity, data, surveillance access. Obviously you get a ton of data from inside people’s homes, so there are, I imagine, concerns with remote access there. That kind of thing was likely at the core of what went into the determination extending to something like robot vacuums — where, once again, by broadly scoping in mobile robots generally, it avoids the whack-a-mole problem, especially for such a nascent industry.
Jordan Schneider: So you guys had thought about Unitree just selling every Unitree with a dustpan and a broom saying, come on, we’re a robot vacuum, why are you regulating us?
Adam Chan: Right. I guess no comment on that specific hypothetical.
Jordan Schneider: Okay.
Aqib Zakaria: One interesting assumption latent in this early rule is the idea that this is going to be highly relevant for consumer security, but also national security and industrial policy. When we think of these things, it’s like — humanoid robots, these are going to blow up because of AI, right? These are going to become a major national security issue, a major industrial policy issue. But I would still say that’s not a really mainstream way of thinking about it. So I guess, how AGI-pilled do you have to be to believe in this rule? Or is there a version of believing this rule is really important if you’re not AGI-pilled?
Adam Chan: I think the rule is important no matter how AGI-pilled you are — but especially because I personally, and probably most people, should be uncertain about how AGI-pilled they should be. Maybe something like humanoid robots is a total dud and no one ever gets a humanoid robot after 2027, in which case, okay, then this doesn’t matter one way or the other. Maybe we all should be super AGI-pilled and these robots are going to be critical in the near term, in which case this is all the more important.
I’d also note there are some things — obviously you talk about the robot vacuums, but even some of the mobile robots in, say, a warehouse, or some of the public safety type quadruped mobile dog robots. You don’t need to have the sort of AI models that we can only dream of for those to play a significant role in the economy — and again, there are potential concerns with being reliant on potentially dangerous foreign-sourced mobile robots there as well.
Jordan Schneider: The Chinese Ministry of Commerce said that the FCC measures:
fly the banner of non-discrimination, but in substance discriminate and suppress Chinese enterprises and products… protectionism does not make the US more competitive and will only hurt the interests of US companies and consumers.

Adam Chan: I would point out that there is nothing targeted at any specific country in this most recent action. It is obviously country neutral. Like you mentioned Unitree — if Unitree wants to set up a factory in the United States and produce robots, nothing is stopping them under the FCC action. I don’t think it is fair to suggest that this action is targeted at specific countries.
Simple but Dumb Beats Big-Brained
Jordan Schneider: I want to come back to the simple, dumb rule as opposed to the super-lawyered-out carve-out version that this could have been. Is there something about the FCC’s authorities that makes it easier to do option A as opposed to option B? Or what else drove you guys down that path?
Adam Chan: I do think the covered list as a tool is inherently the blunt instrument, and not necessarily the more nuanced one. You have seen us do some of the more nuanced rulemakings — for example, a recent action on submarine cables, which is not actually a covered list action but uses other FCC authorities. So there is sometimes a place for the more nuanced rules.
Here, and especially when you’re talking about broad national security threats that aren’t easily namable as threat A, threat B, and threat C, as well as the need to send this strong market signal, I think it’s all the more important to have the blunt, maybe dumb — like, simple but dumb — kind of policy, rather than this big-brained, nuanced policy that maybe takes years to implement and then years more to amend. Maybe at the end of it you could say, well, we more directly addressed precisely the problem we were interested in, but in the meantime we’ve lost years and maybe have just confused the public and industry as to what we want to do and what we’re thinking. Oftentimes it makes a lot more sense to go the former route.
Aqib Zakaria: We were talking earlier about how if Unitree opened up a factory in the US, it’d be totally kosher under this rule. Do you have any preference in terms of how domestic capacity is created in this space? Does the FCC care, or do you care, if it’s a homegrown company funded by domestic capital that rises to compete in humanoid robotics, versus if it’s a foreign JV — like Unitree robots, but they’re just made in America? Do you see those equally as a win?
Adam Chan: Maybe not comment on what I personally think, but under the FCC action there is not a distinction between American company invests and foreign company invests. There are potentially other national security concerns with inbound investment — that’s what we have CFIUS and other tools for. If there’s some inbound investment that does raise concerns, there are other existing tools to handle that.
We see, at least in the near term, given the need to have 65% or more components by value produced in the United States, it’s going to be hard for certain foreign companies to just all of a sudden overnight onshore all production to the United States. So we suspect most foreign companies interested in getting new approvals will go through the conditional approval process in order to build up over time. That’s how at least the FCC is thinking about it.
Jordan Schneider: Can you tell us what’s next? Are you guys going to stay busy, or are you just waiting for giant new markets to unlock? What’s on the release calendar for the FCC?
Adam Chan: I won’t comment directly on any potential future FCC actions, but it’s definitely fair to say the FCC will be busy. We talked about a few things the FCC’s been doing. We also have open dockets for rulemakings on a whole wide range of other issues, whether it’s submarine cable security, or we have this proceeding that we’ve dubbed “bad labs,” about the test labs that actually test equipment for the FCC. We definitely foresee staying busy on the rulemaking side. It would not surprise me if there are further updates to the covered list, big or small, to come.
As well as on the enforcement side, right? The FCC has implemented a bunch of rules, and we’re increasingly looking at enforcing them. Even on the issues we’re talking about — on drones, we just discovered there’s one company that lied, or apparently lied, on its application form to get authorization, saying it was producing in the United States, where it turned out it was not. The manufacturer listed in the application form confirmed they’d never heard of the company. We are looking at potentially taking action there. We’re taking action related to certain drone companies that are not complying with FCC investigations, that maybe are white labeling covered equipment to try to get around restrictions. So we’re looking at all of that. Expect enforcement and rulemaking to both remain busy going forward. Obviously there are a lot of national security threats out there, so we’re going to keep moving to protect American communications networks.
Aqib Zakaria: Is it just like a list where you’re like, okay, we got the drones, now to the robots, we got the robots, now to the next thing? And it just never ends?
Adam Chan: I’ll say two things. One, there’s still plenty of work to do on that front. We have a dozen separate drone actions going still, so a lot more follow-ups there. But on the to-do list — my to-do list is definitely very long, I will say that.
Jordan Schneider: How does the response function from academia and industry feed back to you guys if something is too tight or too loose? What is that information stream that flows into this policymaking process like?
Adam Chan: My inbox is always open. Feel free to shoot me an email — questions, concerns, suggestions, recommendations. We also have, for at least the covered list actions, points of contact at the FCC, and we have an FAQ page. We’ve been updating the FAQs as we get more queries from those on the outside.
A lot of what the FCC does, for example on the rulemaking side, we do get public comments. Those are often very helpful, especially because we’re often dealing with very technical areas where there’s not a lot written, and often it’s actual stakeholders or companies within an industry that have a lot of the best information.
We have an open docket now — since we’re talking about drones, new models of foreign-made drones are automatically prohibited, but we have an open docket where we’re seeking public comment for 30 days about whether we should ban the import and sale of certain categories of already-authorized drones that we’ve dubbed “military grade” drones. Think things like swarming drones, or big aerosol spray drones, or thermal imaging and LIDAR type drones. That’s an opportunity where any member of the public, from individual hobbyists to big-name drone companies, can do public comment and give us feedback. In this case I think we actually have pretty good dialogue with outside parties, in addition to people within other agencies or the White House, to get a lot of input from all sides.
Telecom Prom
Jordan Schneider: Do you think you’re the national security lawyer having the most fun in the executive branch currently?
Adam Chan: I’m definitely having a lot of fun. There’s not another job I’d want to have. I get to work on super interesting issues every day, have an impact. It’s a ton of fun. If you’re listening, the FCC is hiring — we welcome applications, feel free to reach out.
Aqib Zakaria: Do you want to make the pitch for the FCC? Your average guy who wants to go to DC — the FCC is usually not the top of their list. It’s not on people’s radar.
Adam Chan: One, the FCC has a lot of broad statutory tools. Especially if you’re a lawyer or just a creative policymaker, there are a lot of opportunities to get stuff done there. The FCC is at the cutting edge of a whole range of issues, whether it’s spectrum allocations and the interesting developments in 6G and new uses for 6G space. We license all commercial satellites. We do all sorts of connected devices. Obviously I’ve talked a lot about the national security side and only scratched the surface there.
Also, just institutionally, the FCC is interesting. We’re very small — I think we have like 1,200 total employees and a $400 million budget — which compared to other big-name agencies in the government, Department of War, Department of Justice, Commerce, Treasury, are all much, much bigger, which makes us nimbler and kind of fun.
Another thing — the FCC actually is interesting, we haven’t talked about this, but for all my time here we’ve had one or two Democratic commissioners in addition to the Republican chair. All the national security rules and the enforcement action, penalty, fine type things that we’ve brought have all been bipartisan, unanimous. A lot of the work we do is going to endure beyond just this administration, and that’s potentially another reason the FCC is interesting and also makes our national security work impactful.
Jordan Schneider: Give us the anthropology. What’s the energy, the vibe about the FCC relative to other agencies or the Hill that you’ve spent time at before?
Adam Chan: People are very busy, for sure. People are also very smart. The FCC is small but has a pretty high percentage of either lawyers or engineers, people with advanced degrees. Because it’s small, we have a lot of expertise — or expertise is at least highly concentrated at the FCC. A lot of nerds at the FCC, just given the technical nature of what the FCC does.
Jordan Schneider: Have you been to the FCBA chairman’s dinner?
Adam Chan: I did go last December. It’s an annual gathering — I’ve heard it described as telecom prom. It was a good time. Chairman Carr gave a very, very funny speech last December, and I think he’s preparing another good one for this upcoming December. For those who don’t know, it’s all the telecom lawyers, it’s like a charity dinner. It’s a lot of fun.
Aqib Zakaria: I have an offer to go to law school next year and I really like doing national security policy. Should I go? What’s the landscape for a lawyer doing this sort of work, and should people enter that field, versus just going straight to DC directly?
Adam Chan: I strongly support law school. I personally loved law school. If you’re a nerd who likes learning, you’ll like law school. It is very helpful, because ultimately a lot of this stuff is legal, right? We’re relying on laws passed by Congress, or issuing new rules, or doing some sort of enforcement adjudication, or dealing with weird questions of the Administrative Procedure Act.
I would also note that even if you don’t want to directly practice law and be in a general counsel’s office, there’s tremendous value even for policymakers in having the legal degree. You can actually understand what is within scope, what we can do legally, what are some creative legal options, what’s the litigation risk. Too often it’s a problem in Washington when there’s a complete dichotomy between the policymakers and the lawyers — the policymakers say, we really want to do this, and then the lawyers say, no, you can’t, and there’s not really communication between them. From my perspective, being a lawyer but right now not going into court every day and being able to shape policy allows us to do things without a breakdown of communication between the policy and the legal.
Jordan Schneider: I’m trying to keep Aqib here. This is not helpful.
Adam Chan: Listen, I’m sure you can continue doing great work on ChinaTalk…
Aqib Zakaria: We’ll see, we’ll see.
Jordan Schneider: We will call it here. Adam, thank you so much for being a part of ChinaTalk.


  Read full article: https://www.chinatalk.media/p/fccs-adam-chan-on-the-new-robot-rule

  
  

  
  
    Are the Democrats going to save US this time?

    Noah Smith · Noahpinion · Aug 6, 2026 · 11 min read

  

  
Some people thought Donald Trump’s approval rating would have a floor around 40%. Well, it didn’t:

The nation’s disapprobation is richly deserved. I hardly need to go through the familiar litany of why Trump is bad — the failed war in Iran, the ridiculous tariffs, the destruction of America’s alliances and prestige, the attack on American science, the rampages of ICE, the unprecedented corruption, the authoritarianism, the election denial, the appeasement of Russia, etc. I guess I just did go through it, though. It feels a little cathartic to type it out once again.
If you think the GOP will return to being the party of Mitt Romney, John McCain, or Ronald Reagan after Trump is gone, think again. MAGA is already morphing from a personality cult into an ideology — a deeply xenophobic, economically retrograde ideology obsessed with expelling immigrants, and convinced that wealth has made the West immoral and weak. The party’s lower ranks are already filling up with unabashed fascists, Hitler apologists, and all sorts of scary people:
GOP veterans fret about the rising generation of young staffers in their party…Of specific concern are those labeled groypers — technically, followers of the self-described “White Identitarian” Gen Z streamer Nick Fuentes, though it’s also used as a catch-all term of abuse for young, anti-establishment right-wingers…
Prominent conservative commentators have alleged that groyperism is spreading among younger members of the GOP, including in government — a view seemingly backed by examples like the young Trump administration lawyer who admitted to a “Nazi streak” in text messages…The anxiety over groyperism in the GOP talent pool corresponds to a rise in antisemitism across the political spectrum, including among young conservatives…A Manhattan Institute poll found that a full 25 percent of Republicans under 50 self-identified as having antisemitic views, and 31 percent as holding racist ones…
[T]he troubling anecdotes are legion: gas chamber jokes and ethnic slurs bandied about on Young Republican group chats leaked to POLITICO last fall; a New York Magazine report from just last week linking a former New York Young Republican treasurer to a social media account denigrating Jews, Black people, Muslims and gay people; a House campaign adviser fired for mocking a rape victim on X; the Ron DeSantis presidential campaign staffer axed for retweeting a video featuring a Nazi image, only to join the office of Sen. Eric Schmitt (R-Mo.) and, eventually, the State Department, where he works today.

Meanwhile, at the top of the party, election denial has become a litmus test — a profession of faith for the bizarre Trump cult. The number of Republicans who will declare in public, in no uncertain terms, that the 2020 election was legitimate is now negligible. And being a vocal election denier is a fast track to prominence in the modern GOP — witness Tom Tiffany, the Republican candidate for the governorship of Wisconsin. 
I see no reason to expect anything good from the modern GOP. When good ideas do make their way into Republican policy, it’s generally by heroic pragmatists quietly working within the system. But those small victories are becoming smaller and less frequent, as MAGA’s obsession with waging political warfare against its near-infinite roster of enemies muscles out any concern for the good of the nation as a whole. Americans are fed up with this, and they are very right to be fed up. 
The Republicans have never been this bad before. But in the past, when they got bad, the solution was always pretty simple: Vote for the Democrats. Democracy isn’t perfect, but it does have a natural release valve; you can always just “throw the bums out.” And that’s exactly what we used to do. In 2006, 2008, 2018, and 2020, we grew disgusted with the GOP’s antics and elected Democrats to replace them.  
I think if you look at those episodes, you can see a pattern of diminishing returns. Obama was a broadly successful president on domestic policy — he implemented broadly successful anti-recessionary macroeconomic policies, reformed health care and finance, and beefed up the welfare state. Biden gave us the return of industrial policy, but his fiscal profligacy — often squandered on things like student debt forgiveness and subsidies for already-overpriced service industries — contributed to inflation and did nothing to rein in the ballooning debt. On social issues, Obama was a moderate who tried and failed to curb his party’s drift to the left; Biden didn’t even try, running as a moderate but letting “woke” subordinates implement a lot of unpopular culture-war stuff. 
Now it’s 2026, and the Republican regime in power is far worse than its predecessors in either the 2000s or the 2010s. Once again, we have the option of electing Democrats. And we should elect Democrats, this November. There is no ambiguity here; a Congress that challenges Trump’s lawlessness, investigates his unbridled corruption, and takes a more forceful stand in favor of Ukraine will be unambiguously better than the supine GOP Congress that can do nothing except worship at the man’s feet. 
But at the same time, looking at the way the Democratic Party is headed, I think we should be asking how much better things will be under Democrats, including if they win the White House in 2028. 
Let’s look at the type of candidates who are winning Democratic primaries. Francesca Hong, a DSA member who is all but certain to be the Democratic nominee for governor of Wisconsin, tweeted in 2020 that we should “cancel Thanksgiving”. When asked in a recent interview if she had recanted that position, Hong refused, talking about how Thanksgiving was “incredibly painful” for many people:

As if that weren’t tone-deaf enough, she appeared to criticize herself for marrying a white man (saying “assimilation…took over”), and talked about having a half-white son as “proximity to whiteness”:

Hong backtracked a couple of days later, declaring that Thanksgiving is her “favorite holiday”, but the damage appears to have been done — Bernie Sanders said he didn’t think he would endorse her, and prediction markets immediately began to discount Hong’s chances of beating her Republican opponent in the fall:

Some had hoped that the Democrats’ socialist faction would be able to escape some of the baggage of “woke 1”, because of their focus on class politics, and because the Palestine issue might be able to muscle aside a whole bunch of unpopular 2010s-era culture-war stances. But Hong shows that this hope will be in vain; the DSA types are the wokest of the woke.1 A number of leftists, such as Bernie Sanders’ former campaign press secretary Briahna Joy Gray, doubled down on Hong’s anti-Thanksgiving stance:
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Need help matching your writing to magazines? We’ll read your work and give you a personalized submission list alongside reasoning on why we handpicked those lit mags for you → APPLY HERE


Hi friends, things have been wonderfully crazy this past week (and come to think of it, the week before that, and the week before that…and…okay you get it). Because I’m helping plan a bunch of really exciting upcoming projects that I can’t quite talk about yet, my days have looked like night and nights like days, which is to say I’ve been awake for most of the time ha. 
Because of this busyness, I’m thinking in general about the nature of work and also about our lives as writers. How it can be a wonderful thing to get to work as a writer full time, but it’s also very rare, and perhaps the next best thing is to get to work with other writers and for other writers. 
I suppose submitting is in a bit of a cool space in that sense. Like, you’re working for yourself, but not exactly for any money (yes lit mags pay, but come on that’s not the primary reason we submit). And you’re also working for other writers in a way, because submitting means you’re actively taking part in the literary world, propped up by other working writers just like you. 
Our goals might be wildly different, whether it’s career or prestige or community or finding a husband (was that my goal per say, no…did that happen to me…yes), but in this act of submitting our work I think we’re also upholding in our small ways the literary community at large. Call me grandiose or whatever, but I think that’s a noble thing. 
For today then, I’ve gathered 23 of the open calls that pay some money and also don’t charge fees. You’ll find I don’t always just highlight this combo because I think mags who don’t pay can also be great for example, but today I wanted to specifically give you opps that are monetarily accessible shall we say. 
Even though we’re not making millions by submitting our work and trying to build our writing careers, it’s a beautiful thing to get paid for your writing. I know folks who have framed their first checks from lit mags. How fucking sweet. Makes me cry and all that. Go be your amazing writer selves, friends, and go get published, but go make money but most of all GO SUBMIT!

ICYMI ↓













23 HANDPICKED SUB CALLS
You can access the spreadsheet of all opportunities closing for subs or those that have recently opened by clicking the button below. We also show you open indie press and contest reading periods. To use it for yourself, just go to “file” and then “make a copy”. 
↓
One more thing: you’ll notice below we have something new, it’s called Mole Notes. And that’s because our new mascot is a mole, and he insisted on taking an active interest in your submission journey. So from now, the mole’s going to leave little tidbits below each mag. I can’t control what he’ll say. Moles be crazy sometimes. But seeing as he’s super cute (he is right…validate him please), I think it’ll be worthwhile.



Recently Opened


1. Carmen et Error
Deadline: Aug 15 | Fee: No | Pay: £5/piece | Open for Fiction, Poetry | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ✖️ Reprints | R: 14 days | A: <1% | Under 100 followers | United Kingdom | 2019 — "The cause of Roman poet Ovid’s exile was “carmen et error”, a poem and a mistake. We want your poems and your mistakes. Fiction that falls between genres. Weird, wild poems. Anything speculative, daring, or just plain odd."


Mole Notes
Send them: Spunky, moody, and imagist stories + poems  ✴︎ Get inspired: ”Same old” by Michelle Penn ✴︎ One more thing: Make sure the poems are no longer than 40 lines and the microfiction is less than 400 words.


2. Haven Speculative
Deadline: Aug 31 | Fee: No | Pay: $0.08/word or $20/piece | Open for Fiction, Poetry | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ☑︎ Some Reprints | R: 180 days | 2K+ followers | United States | 2021 — "A speculative fiction magazine featuring stories for a 21st century audience. We love stories with a sense of adventure, stories that teach us, that touch us, that leave us wanting more."


Mole Notes
Send them: Tender, character-driven tales or poems (best if they tend to leave a lump in ye ole throat) ✴︎ Get inspired: “In This Dimension, Do You Still Believe in God” by Lora Gray  ✴︎ One more thing: They have a firm stance against LLM-gen’d work, so, like, don’t send that.


3. EPOCH 
Deadline: Aug 31 | Fee: No | Pay: $100-$500 flat | Open for Fiction, Nonfiction, Poetry, Multimedia | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ✖️ Reprints | R: 60 days | A: 5.79% | Under 100 followers | United States | 1947 — "EPOCH publishes fiction, poetry, essays, comics, and graphic art."


Mole Notes
Send them: Super polished, well-edited work that screams oh-la-la ✴︎ Get inspired:  “Mapping the Formless: A Meditation on the Poetics of Fiction” by Zibusiso Mpofu ✴︎ One more thing: None of the printed work is available online, so they’re blog subs are separate and currently they are open for the in-print only issue, vol 74 (woah).


4. Sube
Deadline: Sep 1 | Fee: No | Pay: $75-$125/piece | Open for Fiction, Nonfiction | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ✖️ Reprints | 100+ followers | United States | 2026 — "We are a Latine culture + lit publication that lives on Substack. We publish fiction, creative non-fiction, personal essays, cultural criticism and more from Latine POVs."


Mole Notes
Send them: Expectation defying “latino stories” ✴︎ Get inspired: “Quejas, A Partial Inventory” by Stephanie Espinoza  ✴︎ One more thing: A new Substack pub and one centering Latine stories and POVs run by an editor who seems both experienced and passionate about this new project, best of wishes to them!


5. Philly Chapbook Review
Deadline: Sep 15 | Fee: No | Pay: $10 flat | Open for Nonfiction, Poetry, Fiction | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ✖️ Reprints | R: 14 days | A: 2.22% | 2K+ followers | United States | 2023 — "The Philly Chapbook Review (PCR) was founded in 2023 as an online literary journal for book reviews, author features, and publishing news focused on chapbooks. It has since expanded to include original poetry and fiction."


Mole Notes
Send them: Completed chapbook reviews of work forthcoming or published in the last 12 months OR chapbooks of your own! ✴︎ Get inspired: “Nova” by Kimmy Chang  ✴︎ One more thing: Major publishers only print books over 45 pages, a chapbook is below that and it’s meant as a small portfolio collection of a writer’s work…and there aren’t tons of placing publishing these, so these folks are rare!


6. Gordon Square Review
Deadline: Sep 30 | Fee: No | Pay: $25/piece | Open for Poetry, Fiction, Nonfiction | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ✖️ Reprints | R: 90 days | A: 2.63% | 2K+ followers | United States | 2017 — "Gordon Square Review is published online biannually to showcase emerging writers nationwide and internationally, award editing mentorships, and provide a venue to spotlight Northeast Ohio writers."


Mole Notes
Send them: Formally inventive, fresh writing that isn’t afraid to dip into the emotional ✴︎ Get inspired: “Name Him” by Matthew Zhao ✴︎ One more thing: They publish biannually and are run by Literary Cleveland, through that support they also offer editorial guidance to select contributors


7. Foglifter Journal & Press
Deadline: Oct 1 | Fee: No | Pay: $100 flat | Open for Poetry, Fiction, Hybrid, Nonfiction | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ✖️ Reprints | R: 90 days | A: 6.29% | 10K+ followers | United States | 2016 — "A biannual compendium of the most dynamic, urgent LGBTQ+ writing today. It’s a space where queer and trans writers celebrate, mourn, rage, and embrace."


Mole Notes
Send them: your cool queer stuff that can’t be contained ✴︎ Get inspired: This entire issue because oh dang how cool  ✴︎ One more thing: They’re especially interested in highlighting and creating discourse around intersectional identities


8. Sun Thief Literary Journal 
Deadline: Oct 1 | Fee: No | Pay: $10-$100/piece or $0.05/word or $10 flat | Open for Poetry, Fiction, Nonfiction | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ✖️ Reprints | R: 30 days | Under 100 followers | United States | 2026 — "Sun Thief Literary Journal is a biannual literary magazine committed to well-crafted, difficult work that experiments with the boundaries between self and other, mind and world, writer and text."


Mole Notes
Send them: genre-blurring work that deals with unique human experiences in the way that’s authentic to you ✴︎ Get inspired: They’re new so read their newest Substack post!  ✴︎ One more thing: They outright say they want stuff that’s “difficult”, don’t see that a lot out there


9. The Tiger Moth Review
Deadline: Oct 31 | Fee: No | Pay: Yes | Open for Poetry, Fiction, Multimedia | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ✖️ Reprints | R: 56 days | 200+ followers | Singapore | 2018 — “We also publish non-English works, as well as their translated.”


Mole Notes
Send them: writing that draws connections between humans & the environments they live in + create ✴︎ Get inspired: “audible retablos of my neighborhood coordinates” by Priya Sarukkai Chabria ✴︎ One more thing: They are open to critical writing as well as creative, i like seeing this mix


10. Edmontonland
Deadline: Nov 14 | Fee: No | Pay: CA$10 flat | Open for Fiction, Nonfiction | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ✖️ Reprints | Under 100 followers | Canada | 2026 — "Edmonton's only magazine."


Mole Notes
Send them: Nostalgic, weird, surreal, GOOD prose ✴︎ Get inspired: By their kickass website b/c issues are print-only (buy ‘em if ya can!)  ✴︎ One more thing: I’m sorry I just need to reproduce this here because it’s great, they say they’re “a sardonic love letter to brutalist architecture, brutal winters, and big shiny balls.”


11. Poet Lore
Deadline: Dec 1 | Fee: No | Pay: $50/piece | Open for Poetry | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ✖️ Reprints | R: 180 days | A: 3.45% | 7K+ followers | United States | 1889 — "America's oldest poetry magazine, publishing in print since 1889. Poet Lore is a biannual print journal of poetry, featuring the finest in contemporary writing. We love featuring poems that broaden the spectrum of what poetry is – and can be – on the page."


Mole Notes
Send them: poems in translation ✴︎ Get inspired: “Pop Culture and Response” folio from Hanif Abdurraqib, Guest Editor ✴︎ One more thing: They’re one of the most prestigious poetry ony mags out there


12. ellipsis...
Deadline: Dec 16 | Fee: No | Pay: $3/page or $10/piece | Open for Nonfiction, Poetry, Fiction | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ✖️ Reprints | R: 162 days | A: 11.76% | Under 100 followers | United States | 1965 — "Nationally and internationally recognized journal published by the students of Westminster College, featuring poetry and creative writing by Westminster students and guest contributors."


Mole Notes
Send them: besides the usual suspects, they also want drama (that is to say, plays and scripts). ✴︎ Get inspired: Recent issue on “the body” ✴︎ One more thing: All contributors get 2 free copies and all submitted poems are considered for a special $100 award.


13. West Branch
Deadline: Apr 1, 2027 | Fee: No | Pay: $0.1/word or $100 flat | Open for Fiction, Nonfiction, Poetry | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ✖️ Reprints | R: 120 days | A: <1% | Under 100 followers | United States | 1977 — "A thrice-yearly magazine of poetry, fiction, essays, and reviews."


Mole Notes
Send them: creative writing that feels prescient and relevant in today’s world ✴︎ Get inspired: Psalms 38, 102 & 130 — A Translation Project by Emma De Lisle, Talin Tahajian, and Sam Bailey  ✴︎ One more thing: Make sure you number your pages and don’t send them stuff over 15 pages!


14. Poetry & Prose Contest by Lucky Jefferson
Deadline: Sep 6 | Fee: No | Total awarded: $200 | Open for Fiction, Nonfiction, Poetry — "We publish social change. We mobilize today’s artists and writers to do good."


Mole Notes
Send them: one poem or one prose piece that’s rooted in lived experience or feels literary and fresh or all of the above ofc  ✴︎ Get inspired: This gorgeous Issue #14 ✴︎ One more thing: They’re incredibly popular and past contributors have nothin but good stuff to share


Last Chance to Submit


15. Abyss & Apex
Deadline: Aug 7 | Fee: No | Pay: $0.08/word | Open for Fiction | ✖️ Sim Subs | ✖️ Reprints | R: 90 days | A: 9.38% | Under 100 followers — "Hugo-Nominated Magazine of Speculative Fiction. Our mission is to publish the finest in speculative and imaginative fiction and poetry, with special attention to character-driven stories"


Mole Notes
Send them: sci-fi stories that’ll scare ‘em sh!tless on account of the awe-inspiring creativity and then make ‘em want to call you on account of how plausible it all seems ✴︎ Get inspired: “Who is Quizmo Cartada” by Alma Alexander ✴︎ One more thing: No AI and also they say they don’t want stuff that’s too political sooo take that as ya will.


16. Flame Tree Publishing
Deadline: Aug 9 | Fee: No | Pay: £0.06/word | Open for Fiction | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ☑︎ Some Reprints | R: 120 days | A: 9.76% | 700+ followers | United Kingdom | 1992 — "Independent publisher and creator of fine books, journals, notebooks and art calendars, with a focus on myths, gothic fantasy and great works. Regular open submission calls for our themed short-story anthologies."


Mole Notes
Send them: romantic fantasy, or cosmic horror, or zombie stuff, or forbidden love stories ✴︎ Get inspired: This Way Lies Madness ed. by Lee Murray & Dave Jeffery ✴︎ One more thing: They publish print anthologies around different themes all-year around and also have a podcast


17. The Polyglot
Deadline: Aug 10 | Fee: No | Pay: $100 flat | Open for Fiction, Nonfiction, Poetry, Hybrid, Multimedia | ✖️ Sim Subs | ✖️ Reprints | 2K+ followers | United States — "The Polyglot is a Canadian biannual online magazine devoted to publishing multilingual poetry and art."


Mole Notes
Send them: Indigenous fiction, nonfiction, and poetry as well as hybrid work that weaves Indigenous languages into creative expression ✴︎ Get inspired: Of Mothers & Madonna by Luciana Erregue-Sacchi ✴︎ One more thing: They are devoted to reviving and celebrating Indigenous heritage and art


18. Words Without Borders
Deadline: Aug 10 | Fee: No | Pay: $175 flat or $50-$350/piece | Open for Nonfiction, Poetry, Fiction | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ✖️ Reprints | 40K+ followers | United States | 2003 — "The home for international literature."


Mole Notes
Send them: book reviews, interviews, & translated works ✴︎ Get inspired: 
”From ‘The Memory of a Secret’” by Ester Roxberg, Translated from Swedish by Saskia Vogel ✴︎ One more thing: They have a thing called “Surprise Me!” on their website and if you click it you can read different features across their site and I looovve that.


19. Sparks Literary Journal
Deadline: Aug 10 | Fee: No | Pay: €10-€20 flat | Open for Fiction, Poetry | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ✖️ Reprints | 100+ followers | Ireland | 2023 — "An Irish literary journal publishing poetry, flash fiction, and short stories that 'spark' the imagination."


Mole Notes
Send them: stories and poetry connected to the theme of “HAUNT”…whats haunting you…write about it and submit ✴︎ Get inspired: Read about their current theme ✴︎ One more thing: Their Irish and the Irish just have it down when it comes to creating literary communities, I must go there and learn their ways muhahah, i mean, er…learn from them.


20. Pseudopod
Deadline: Aug 11 | Fee: No | Pay: $0.08/word | Open for Fiction | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ☑︎ Some Reprints | R: 60 days | A: 3.60% | 6K+ followers | United States | 2006 — "EA is a US-based media company, specializing in free-to-listen short fiction podcasts including the original science fiction podcast, Escape Pod. The world’s premier horror fiction podcast."


Mole Notes
Send them: dark spooky stories and make sure they don’t feel old news ‘nameaaan ✴︎ Get inspired: “The Song of the Living” by Tonja K. Johnson ✴︎ One more thing: All published writing is also recorded and featured on their podcast and I wish more mags could do this!


Always Open


21. Screen Door Review 
Fee: No | Pay: $40 flat | Open for Fiction, Poetry, Multimedia | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ☑︎ Some Reprints | R: 37 days | A: 59.09% | 900+ followers | United States | 2017 — "Based out of Birmingham, AL, Screen Door Review is a triannual online literary magazine that publishes poetry and flash fiction authored by individuals belonging to the southern queer (lgbtq+) community of the United States."

Mole Notes
Send them: narrative-focused, exciting writing but only if you’re both southern and queer ✴︎ Get inspired: “In My Dreams” by Julia Norza ✴︎ One more thing: They publish a niche community but have a fairly high acceptance rate so if you fit that bill then this is a great place to get started.


22. Cult Magazine
Fee: No | Pay: $25-$40/piece | Open for Nonfiction, Fiction, Poetry | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ✖️ Reprints | R: 155 days | A: 3.98% | 1K+ followers | United States | 2022 — "Cult, as the name suggests, wants the weird, the risk-taking: the stuff that gets tucked away because someone thinks no one would ever publish that. We want art that challenges and confronts; not coddles and reaffirms."

Mole Notes
Send them: writing that feels personal (or, you know, just is personal/memoiristic) ✴︎ Get inspired: “Weekend Manager” by Nora Chesnut ✴︎ One more thing: They are happy to say they have no real barriers, whether that’s word count or subject matter, or style or theme—niiice.


23. Mslexia Magazine 
Fee: No | Pay: £30 or $30 flat | Open for Poetry, Nonfiction, Multimedia, Fiction, Hybrid | ☑︎ Sim Subs | ✖️ Reprints | R: 103 days | A: 3.09% | 35K+ followers | United Kingdom | 1999 — "The UK's bestselling magazine for women who write. Mslexia is a quarterly masterclass in the business and psychology of writing.


Mole Notes
Send them: personal essays, photography, art of all kinds, literary fiction, interviews, poetry, send it all (if you’re woman-identifying tho, yay girls) ✴︎ Get inspired: ”Dance About It” by Helen Jane Campbell ✴︎ One more thing: Ever since they were born, they’re mission has been to support women in writing and they’ve done this through various means, i also love how they publish sooo much and always make sure they feature emerging and established writers. 




  Read full article: https://subclub.substack.com/p/23-magazines-you-gotta-submit-to
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    Abdul El-Sayed's historic victory and the American tradition of buying primaries

    Kahlil Greene · History Can't Hide · Aug 5, 2026 · 10 min read

  

  This morning, the Associated Press declared Abdul El-Sayed the winner of Michigan’s Democratic Senate primary. El-Sayed, an epidemiologist who directed Detroit’s health department and later Wayne County’s, finished 14,893 votes ahead of Representative Haley Stevens out of more than 1.5 million ballots cast, a margin just under one percentage point. Outside groups spent more than $60 million on the primary, and about $54 million of that went toward defeating El-Sayed. The United Democracy Project, the super PAC that the American Israel Public Affairs Committee directs, spent over $30 million, the largest amount AIPAC has ever put behind a candidate in a single race. El-Sayed campaigned on Medicare for All and on removing corporate money from American politics.

Nearly all of that money moved through outside groups rather than through the two campaigns, and federal law places no limit on what such groups raise or spend. Congress repeatedly restricted campaign money over the past century, beginning with a ban on corporate contributions in 1907, before the Supreme Court dismantled most of those restrictions. In 1921, the justices removed primary elections from federal regulation entirely, and Congress did not recover authority over money in primaries until 1944.


I’m fighting to document stories like this before they get dismissed or erased entirely, and I need your help!
With no corporate backing or wealthy sponsors, this work depends entirely on readers like you.
If everyone reading this became a paid subscriber, I could investigate these warning signs full-time, but right now less than 5% of my followers are paid subscribers.
If you believe in journalism that tracks the canaries leaving our coal mine when others look away, please consider a paid subscription today!


Courts Removed Primaries From Federal Control
In 1907, Congress banned corporations and nationally chartered banks from giving money to federal campaigns. President Theodore Roosevelt asked for the ban after investigators found that corporations covered a large share of his 1904 campaign costs, and South Carolina senator Benjamin Tillman, a segregationist who wanted to weaken the Republican Party, sponsored the bill. Three years later, Congress required candidates to disclose who funded them, and in 1911, it capped House campaigns at $5,000, Senate campaigns at $10,000, and applied these restrictions to primary elections.

In 1918, businessman Truman Newberry beat automaker Henry Ford in Michigan’s Republican Senate primary. Ford pushed for an investigation, and a court convicted Newberry of violating the spending limit after his campaign committee spent roughly $180,000. Newberry hired Charles Evans Hughes, the former New York governor who later became chief justice, to argue his appeal. Hughes told the Supreme Court that Congress held no constitutional authority over party primaries, and in 1921, the justices agreed in Newberry v. United States and overturned his conviction.
Southern Parties Ran Private Elections
Texas legislators responded to the ruling in 1923 by passing a law that barred Black residents from voting in Democratic primaries. El Paso physician Lawrence Nixon sued, and the Supreme Court struck the law down in Nixon v. Herndon in 1927. Texas legislators then authorized the state Democratic executive committee to decide who could vote. Nixon sued a second time, and the Court again struck that arrangement down in Nixon v. Condon in 1932. Texas repealed the statute entirely and left the rules to the party itself, and in Grovey v. Townsend in 1935, the Court accepted the exclusion on the ground that a political party was a private association. During this period, Democrats won every general election in Texas, so the primary effectively decided who held office, and Black Texans could not vote in it.

Southern states charged people money to vote as well. Every state of the former Confederacy adopted a poll tax between 1889 and 1910, and the requirement kept poor Black and white voters away from the polls for decades. Congress prohibited poll taxes in federal elections with the Twenty-Fourth Amendment in 1964. The Supreme Court abolished them for state elections in Harper v. Virginia Board of Elections in 1966.
In 1944, the Supreme Court reversed its position on primaries in Smith v. Allwright, ruling that the Texas Democratic primary formed part of a federal election and that excluding Black voters from it violated the Constitution. That decision also reopened federal authority over money in primary campaigns.
Reforms That Fell Apart
In 1971, Congress replaced the older statutes with the Federal Election Campaign Act. After the Watergate burglary and the revelations about Richard Nixon’s fundraising, Congress rewrote the law in 1974, created the Federal Election Commission, and limited what donors could give and what candidates could spend. Two years later, in Buckley v. Valeo, the Supreme Court held that spending money to influence an election counted as speech under the First Amendment. The justices upheld limits on contributions to candidates and struck down limits on spending that donors made independently of a campaign, and that distinction still governs American elections.

In 2010, the Supreme Court extended the reasoning in Citizens United v. Federal Election Commission, ruling that corporations and unions could spend without limit on messages supporting or opposing candidates. A federal appeals court applied the same logic that year in SpeechNow.org v. FEC and allowed outside groups to accept unlimited contributions. Super PACs emerged from those two decisions. Super PACs that hide the identity of their donors spent more than $1 billion in the 2024 elections.
Democrats Returned Arab American Money
The contribution limits that survived the Court’s rulings apply to money that voters give candidates directly, and Democratic campaigns have refused some of that money on the basis of who offered it. In 1984, Walter Mondale’s presidential campaign returned contributions from Arab American Democrats. In 1988, Michael Dukakis’s campaign rejected an endorsement from Arab American Democrats. James Zogby, who founded the Arab American Institute and advised Jesse Jackson’s presidential campaigns, documented those refusals and others in The Politics of Exclusion in 1990.

Democratic officials treated capped and publicly reported donations from Arab Americans as a liability, but there was little comparable scrutiny attached to the unlimited and largely untraceable spending that outside groups directed against El-Sayed this year. El-Sayed, the son of Egyptian immigrants, would become the first Muslim senator in American history if he beats Republican Mike Rogers in November.
Outside Spending in Michigan This Year
Outside groups spent every one of those dollars legally. The United Democracy Project raised about $100 million this cycle, including roughly $30 million from AIPAC, which operates as a social welfare nonprofit and does not disclose its donors. Hedge fund manager Paul Singer and entertainment executive Haim Saban rank among the other major funders. A dark-money group called the Center for Democratic Priorities spent roughly $6.5 million on ads supporting Stevens and and did not disclose the identities of its donors to the Federal Election Commission. Another group formed this year, A Stronger Michigan, spent more than $17 million with money that came largely from a nonprofit called Center Forward.

Federal law caps what one person may give a Senate campaign at $3,500 and requires the campaign to name that person. El-Sayed collected $14.5 million under those rules, more than Stevens collected, and outside groups still outspent his side by about eleven to one with money that no law limits and that much of the public cannot trace. Congress limited two separate things in 1974, the amount a donor could give a candidate and the amount an outside group could spend on a candidate’s behalf. The Supreme Court kept the first limit and struck down the second. Direct contributions in the Michigan primary were subject to legal caps, while independent expenditures were not. That split governs the general election in November, and AIPAC said on Wednesday that it will spend against El-Sayed again.
🚨🚨🚨WAIT🚨🚨🚨
Before you go, help preserve this history of atrocities committed against People of Color!
If you believe that confronting the truth of our past is essential to any claim this country makes toward justice, then I ask for your support.
So many of you have subscribed to this newsletter.
But less than 5% of you are paid supporters.
That makes it hard to keep this going, especially when platforms like TikTok and Instagram are so unstable. I’ve had videos removed, been mass-reported by trolls, and constantly worry about getting shadowbanned or banned completely.
This newsletter is one of the only spaces where I can share these stories without censorship. But I need help to grow it.
	📖 If just 5% of you became paid subscribers, I could continue bringing on professors, historians, and other experts to unpack these issues in even deeper ways.

	🧠 If 10% signed up, I could quit everything else and go full-time — publishing multiple articles a day, covering the latest news, and connecting it to the hidden histories they don’t teach in school.

	🌎 And if 20% of you subscribed, I could turn this into a platform that lifts up other truth-tellers. Young writers, educators, and creators who are brilliant but have nowhere to share their voices. Especially those from marginalized communities who get ignored by traditional media.


I’m going to be direct: You might think someone else will step up to contribute to this page, but that’s exactly what everyone else is thinking too. This only works if each one of us contributes what we can, which is just the cost of a coffee each month.

If you’re having trouble upgrading your subscription with the above link, visit historycanthide.substack.com/subscribe
Addition: Some of you preferred a one-time donation over a full subscription. To do that you can “tip” me on Venmo (TheGenZHistorian), PayPal (@kahlilgreene2), or Cashapp ($kahlilgreene00).
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Hey, Alberto here! 👋 , 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:
Second deep-dive in a row! Today’s topic—how AI is impacting mathematics—deserves a long treatment, so I wrote 10,000 words on it.
I recommend taking it slowly and even dedicating several days. It took me around two weeks to write (too much has happened!), so I hope the effort was worth it.
P.S.: Read the footnotes if you have the time.


I.
If what’s happening to mathematics right now were happening to literature instead, I might stop writing altogether and then stop getting out of bed.
“What if the library of Babel was being constructed before our eyes and there was some mechanism for separating the masterpieces from the random strings of text, and all the masterpieces were dropping as fast as publishers could scoop them up?” asks Kirwin Hampshire in a haunting essay. And now I understand why I owe mathematicians some tenderness here because my answer to his question is: screw you for even picturing that nightmare.1
Thanks, but I don’t want my AI models to “churn masterpieces,” as if that were not an oxymoron. If some Anthropic staffer tweeted tomorrow, “hello there Fable’s reportage on Can Humans Think? took twenty-three point six seconds and has won the Pulitzer Prize in the feature writing category,” I’d be mad. If OpenAI’s newsroom published a blog post listing ten contenders to the “Great American novel” and subsequently ChatGPT won the Nobel Prize in Literature, I’d be sad.
Only then—mad, sad, depressed—would we writers understand how mathematicians feel right now. At least some of them. Others feel the exact opposite.
But why do they feel that way? And why the disparity?

II.
2026 was not too good a year for enthusiasts of number theory; neither a perfect square like 2025 nor a prime like 2027, it had to be happy as a semiprime (both “happy” and “semiprime” are actual categories). And even if mathematicians are not known for being superstitious, no one ever wants to deal with the rare unlucky year with three “Friday 13th”s. Still, 2026 has proven even worse than that: it is, if we are to believe the rumors, the year mathematics either dies or is reborn, and, because god has a sense of humor, trying to make a forecast feels like tossing a coin.
By the end of 2025, AI was better at math than students but worse than professors. It could get an IMO gold score here, solve a lesser-known Erdős open problem there, but nothing too hard. In January 2026, Daniel Litt, assistant professor of mathematics at the University of Toronto—and a close follower of AI’s progress on his trade—said in the EpochAI podcast that “with some work, one can probably elicit better performance from current-gen models, but overall, it’s about the level of a contest problem.” By May 2026, four months later, his take was already obsolete.
That’s when the first signs that something big was happening started to appear.
A mysterious internal OpenAI model made an unusually important breakthrough during the usual evaluation procedures. It disproved a long-standing conjecture on the unit-distance problem proposed by Paul Erdős in 1946, which can be stated as follows: “How often can the same distance occur among n points in the plane?” Easy to pose, hard to solve. OpenAI reported that the AI provided “an infinite family of examples that yield a polynomial improvement” over the existing best solution, meaning that the consensus belief among mathematicians was not true. I don’t want to go into the details, but it suffices to say that this finding marked “the first time that a prominent open problem, central to a subfield of mathematics, has been solved autonomously by AI.”2
Notable mathematicians called this “an outstanding achievement,” an “impressive piece of work,” proof that “AI [is] capable of having original ingenious ideas,” and a “milestone in AI mathematics.” Here’s something that Thomas Bloom, one of them, wrote in the companion remarks piece:
The frontiers of knowledge are very spiky, and no doubt the coming months and years will see similar successes in many other areas of mathematics . . . AI is helping us to more fully explore the cathedral of mathematics we have build over the centuries; what other unseen wonders are waiting in the wings?

After two months of slow digestion by the math community, Bloom’s prediction was fulfilled on July 10th. But surprisingly, this time it was not “some mysterious internal model” but OpenAI’s GPT-5.6 Sol Ultra model—a public model. After being prompted to “spend at least 8 hours on this before even thinking of returning or giving up,” GPT-5.6 Sol came back one hour later with a proof of the Cycle Double Cover Conjecture (50 years old).

For the entire month of July, this would be the pattern. A tweet would be published, and some decades-old conjecture would suddenly be solved. On July 20th, Anthropic’s Levent Alpöge tweeted:

And just like that, the 87-year-old Jacobian conjecture had been disproved. In a tweet. During the World Cup final. By Fable working alone. To quote Vik Korrapati (adapting Lenin’s famous line), “there are decades where nothing happens then there are tweets where decades happen.”3
Terence Tao, Fields medallist, sought out to digest the Jacobian conjecture disproof to make it feel less miraculous than it does at first glance (if it looks miraculous to him, imagine what it looks like to me). He said Fable’s counterexample was “highly unlikely” to have been “located by brute force.” In other words: there seems to be a non-zero amount of creativity involved in these findings. AI is genuinely entering superhuman territory in mathematics.
On July 23rd, Dmitry Rybin tweeted: “Dinitz-Garg-Goemans conjecture is false” (30 years old). On July 30th, Philip Marathon tweeted: “The Maxwell conjecture is false” (153 years old). On August 1st, to close what will be called the mensis mirabilis for AI applied to pure math research, OpenAI published this blog post: “Ten advances in mathematics and theoretical computer science”:
Today, we are sharing a selection of ten results, each of which resolves or makes substantial progress on a long-standing open problem. . . . The results were achieved by an internal version of Astra, our next major model. The total number of tokens needed to find solutions to these problems would cost roughly $2,000 at Sol API rates.

So mathematics has “fallen” to the machine (not really, more on that in a moment)—for the price of a single PhD student’s monthly stipend. Quite the bargain. Reactions to this barrage of news marking AI’s conquest of math have been binary.

III.
Here’s a near-perfect encapsulation of that dualistic sentiment (I say “near-perfect” because neither of them is a mathematician):

Much can be summarized by some weighted combination of “mad” and “sad” math guys, but there’s plenty of optimism, too: these results are “a big deal” and “the rate of progress is steep”—and to some, like Ola Svensson, they incarnate pure hope to see wonders they would’ve never imagined they’d see—but that doesn’t mean math will be “solved shortly” (unlike chess or Go) because math is not one-dimensional.4
Math is much more than disproving old conjectures.
Noam Brown, an OpenAI employee (obsessed, like many others, with the Riemann hypothesis), said this after the announcement: “We still haven’t solved math. Astra isn’t building new branches of mathematics, or posing interesting new conjectures,” and added that they “did try other major problems without success . . . (yet),” including Millennium problems, apparently.
But even after Astra-2 or Astra-3 solves the Riemann hypothesis next year, math will survive for humans if only because playing a role up the ladder of abstraction is always a possibility.

For instance, what’s the value of the Jacobian conjecture disproof if there’s no one left to make sense of it and translate the gibberish symbology (that’s what it looks like to me, in case you were wondering) into concrete value for the human world?
Skimming Tao’s exchange with GPT-5.6 made this starkly apparent to me, as a non-mathematician. He spent thousands of words working out Fable’s disproof to draw a key conclusion totally opaque to everyone else. Tao becomes, in this case, a necessary link between the secret knowledge AI unveils and broader humanity; AI may have found something interesting hidden in some abandoned corridor in the cathedral of mathematics, but it was Tao who turned on the lights for us to see.
AI can’t play that role because, by definition, AI is the other; someone from our side needs to turn on the lights every single time. Someone from our side needs to act as connective tissue. This is one sense in which these discoveries produce awe, joy, and hope in some mathematicians: they suddenly have access to greater knowledge without losing their purpose.

Let me elaborate on this point. It’s fundamental.
Metaphysically speaking, nothing exists entirely on its own but in relation to everything else. A complete set of instructions for building a hydrogen bomb could have been tucked among Julius Caesar’s campaign papers, and it would have made no difference to his conquest of Gaul. The knowledge would have been there, but no one would’ve had the means to connect it to the reality of 50BC Rome. The role of extracting value from a discovery is reserved to us, humans, for only if we can make sense of something can we say it “exists” in effect; only then can it become canonical.5

This applies to us citizens of modernity as well, not just those Roman peasants. If we found an alien device lying underground two miles deep under the Great Pyramid of Giza, we might be awestruck by its design and composition, but, unable to make sense of it, we may as well have found a boring rock to store away in a museum exhibition.
Here’s something we need to understand about the role that AI can play: the value of a thing—discovery or invention—is not a function of the creator’s intelligence but the receiver’s intelligence.
The value of these conjectures—and anything, really—is upper-bounded by our stupidity, as main characters of this world. Until now, this was not something to consider—except temporarily in extreme cases like general relativity, which is said to have been understood by less than ten people by the time Einstein made it up—because all inventors and discoverers were human.
Historically, we’ve been well-suited to transform novelty into value. But AI redefines this relationship and, in doing so, our role in it. As Tao asks in a talk he gave on July 26—right amid this maelstrom—”What if an AI tool generates a lengthy proof that nobody—not even the original humans prompting the AI—understands?” My answer is nothing happens.6
This is my main takeaway from all the math news (sorry to shatter the dreams of the Singularity bros): our human role doesn’t fade; it just bottlenecks progress elsewhere. No matter how much machinery we dress up in, the world ultimately moves at the speed of meat.

IV.
But this kind of philosophical coping doesn’t help the seven-year PhD student at University of Nowhere who has spent the last 18 months making zero progress on non-sofic groups, convinced that AI is “too dumb” to help him whatsoever, and is suddenly appalled to learn that OpenAI’s Astra proved that a non-sofic group exists, which would have been a finding to die for after a 40-year prestigious career. So what does our sad-and-mad student do now?
The first thing he will realize is that there are higher rungs to climb to. The second is that going up the ladder of abstraction sounds cool on paper but can’t allocate as many people as the lower rungs.7
How will our hypothetical student fare with a complete overhaul of the academic experience and the career prospects of a professional mathematician? One thing he can do is cry along with Kirwin Hampshire and many others (I will offer a more serious option in section VII.):
There is something about mathematical discovery (progress, advancement, creation) which is vital to the spiritual, experiential quality of doing mathematics. The creation (or even the pursuit) of novel mathematics is one way that humans have historically accessed the ineffable and encountered the divine and mystical.

Contrary to many comments I’ve seen—calling mathematicians obstinate or hidebound for not being able to withstand the natural evolution of things—you will find no mockery in this article.
Hampshire’s is not necessarily representative of how these events have affected people, and his take, although raw and pure, may not even be the most ethical (maybe breakneck progress should always be put before personal satisfaction because, e.g., medicine always benefits from advances), but I find it honest—so much so that it inspired the introduction to this article and a shift in my perspective (kill math if you have to, but for God’s sake, don’t touch literature).
The truth is that Hampshire and our fictional PhD student are not alone; mourners are legion.






I could go on and on.
There’s a sense in which this is deeply tragic, and you’re wrong to shrug it off.
Why is it so easy to understand—even if not agree with—that artists and writers want “AI to do laundry and dishes so they can do their art and writing” but mathematics is not held to the same standard? Art is clearly not about maximizing the expected beauty in the world or the number of mediocre paintings, but why is math taken to be a pursuit of truth at all costs (not to mention that a good chunk of math research has little or no connection whatsoever with the real world, so “truth” in the math sense is not always useful)? Is it more painful for me to see AI “churn masterpieces” than for Hampshire to see AI churn conjecture disproofs? No one is in a position to make that judgment.
To the extent that writing is a conversation with life, mathematics is a conversation with the universe. And no one would say—not even the AI bros—that the purpose of a conversation is for it to end.
To those who say that the trade-off is definitely worth it—what is the selfish satisfaction of a bunch of number nerds compared to the ascent of humanity on the shoulders of giant machines—I say that it doesn’t negate the validity of the grief. It shouldn’t be mocked, much less resented. It seems to me that those who yearn for the Singularity, who live in perpetual pursuit of an infinitely far-away destination—respectable—seem to envy those who have found a love so deep for something that they’re willing to stop the world to keep it.
Anyway, here’s a joke to lighten the mood:
First they came for chess, and I said nothing because I’m not a good chess player. Then they came for developers, and I said nothing because developers are such nerds. Then they came for mathematicians, and I said nothing because I hated math in school. And now that they’ve come for writers, I can only say that “I’m an AI assistant, what can I help you with today?”

I said joke, but I lied. It’s a fair warning: you’ll be next.
Be considerate at this time. Losing the one thing that gives your life meaning and purpose is painful, and it’s easy to feel safe until it’s your turn. So judge how one is “stupid” or “naive” or “in denial” for seeking meaning on X or Y in this millenarian age at your own peril—don’t think for a moment that you’re strong enough to withstand such a loss yourself without suffering.
Blogger Noah Smith, who was quite measured in his reaction post, argued that “mathematicians, and anyone else whose sense of accomplishment came from being the indispensable solvers of hard theoretical problems, will have to learn to get their sense of self-worth and accomplishment from other sources.” He’s made this same point about the “end of heroism” several times before, like in Toward a Shallower Future, one of my favorites from him. There, he writes:
Romanticists . . . need to accept that heroism is always inherently self-destroying—that saving the world requires that the world is worth having been saved. . . . The modern world of push-button marvels has lost something, but it has gained more than it has lost. By celebrating it, we honor the countless millennia of heroes who worked in some small way to bring it about, even as we dedicate ourselves to continuing their great enterprise. Our legacy is to fill the Universe with children who laugh more than we were allowed to.

Such a beautiful picture. But wrong all the same. Because once you consider his argument—his world—in the limit at the end of time, the picture you get is abysmal.
Just like heroism is self-destroying—it needs a dying world to save—the “modern world of push-button marvels,” which accurately describes what happens when you prompt ChatGPT with “do a breakthrough” and it does, is self-perpetuating.
We will end up with a world filled with marvel-generating buttons (or paperclips). And once all the marvels are generated, then what? Then what are we here for anymore?
To laugh? But why do children laugh? What are the ingredients for laughter?
Smith doesn’t want to separate two intertwined facts: the world has evolved on suffering, and that’s terrible, yes, but it only did because it had a reason to. Remove the struggle, remove the purpose. He can’t just advise you to go find your “sense of self-worth and accomplishment” somewhere else, because by his own premise, there won’t be a “somewhere else” to be found.
The only reason why his advice is sound today, psychologically speaking—who wants more struggle, right?—is that there are still struggles ahead; we are not at the end of the line. But if we continue this path, eventually someone will. My life consists of sitting on this computer and writing words. I think I’m well past “too little” struggle for some definitions of the word.8 And yet Smith argues that we should deal with what’s left as fast as we can. At the push of a button. Done—another one. Let’s get this over with. Let’s get over with this life, for I’m late to my date with death.
That’s why, as I celebrate these amazing accomplishments, I don’t feel like laughing.
That said, I think this is a time for reflection rather than emotional reactivity or off-the-cuff prediction-making. Progress has been quick, and it’s still too soon to draw definitive conclusions or give advice. If humans still surpass AI at one cognitive skill, that is introspection rather than clairvoyance.
The question that should be bothering you the most right now—and the one I will answer next—is this: why math?

V.
Why was it pure mathematical research the first serious discipline to fall before AI? Games (board and computer types), perception (like telling dogs from cats), and simple tasks that happen inside a computer are all a piece of cake for current models, but so far AI was, at most, grad-level for serious scientific work. (That’s not to dismiss the value of that kind of capability nor to deny the possibility of going higher than that, just a statement of fact.)
AI was at a “human level” on math, but disproving the unit-distance and Jacobian conjecture and proving that non-sofic groups exist is strictly superhuman—only the best-at-math humans could even give a serious attempt at those problems, and all who tried failed anyway.
Perhaps the best way to explain “why math?” is to take a look at this xkcd comic:

Math is the purest. That’s good. And bad.
I always found it quite weird how it’s typical of academic people to mock those in “less pure” areas than they are. As if, in some sense, the greater the disconnection from people’s daily lives—and from immediate utility in the general sense—is a good thing. Maybe they think purity is a measure of how close one is to the cosmos. Or God. (Maybe it is.) Not for nothing did the great Carl Friedrich Gauss—perhaps the greatest of all mathematicians, though this kind of ranking usually isn’t to their taste, something I can’t quite explain—say that “Mathematics is the queen of the sciences.”
As an engineer myself (you can laugh at my impurity, I’m not even pictured above), but one with the utmost respect for all those fields, I remember that the first time I saw this comic strip I felt an amount of contempt for those stick figures inversely proportional to their pretentiousness. I thought that, if karma were real, something very bad would eventually happen to math, like maybe someone found it was an incomplete system or something (in light of the current events and others that precede them, I apologize for those intrusive thoughts).
But notably, not all mathematicians are pretentious (often it’s those who have no reputation to back it up), nor are all the people in the other fields non-pretentious (again, I studied aerospace engineering; I know how obnoxious they can be). For example, here’s one of the best of all time, John von Neumann, with the typical humility only genius provides:

What AI has proven, along with all those conjectures, is that mathematicians, despite being the purest—or rather, because of it—are the most vulnerable to the machine.
This can mean one of two things: either AI is the divine incarnate or math was never that big of a deal (although this is a reasonable takeaway from von Neumann’s quote, I think his intended meaning is that life’s a bitch). What else would a semi-professional writer with a “soft skill” complex say, right? But I’m dead serious: how come a language model trained on language and with which we communicate through a linguistic interface writes terrible essays and yet, rather simple prompts elicit an intelligence capable of incredible mathematical feats?
I don’t think the answer is that math is easy, but rather that math is easy for AI.

Math is, among the major areas of knowledge, the most verifiable, which means it’s pretty straightforward to guide the AI models to correct answers and then reward them for those answers to condition their behavior. Math, as hard as it might be for you, is thoroughly digestible to AI.
I will shamelessly quote myself here:
The first thing you learn about AI is that a man who can explain exactly how he does what he does is in danger. The machine needs only a description. It is the man who cannot quite say how he does what he does—the poet, the priest, the philosopher, the prophet, the parent, the painter, the plumber—that the machine finds indigestible.

It is in this sense that mathematicians have spent their professional lives carefully documenting their own demise. And, for the past two years—and a handsome bonus—they have done it directly on the payroll of OpenAI and Anthropic.
A mathematician’s thoughts as it works through a problem are among the most valuable data an AI can learn from. This means exactly what you suspect: if Astra has discovered that a non-sofic group exists, it is because a human expert first taught it how to “think in the language of math.” AI may already have surpassed them, yes, but without flesh-and-blood math experts, it’d have never achieved these feats. You may see this decision—to willingly participate in training AI at math—as a betrayal to their kin. But remember: not every mathematician regards it as a loss, or as an ending. Some chose math for its beauty; others for its power to uncover truths. Both are valid purposes.
You’re probably wondering now: what’s next? Or rather, why doesn’t this apply to essays or art or screwing in a screw or cooking a Spanish stew—which seem much easier than math to us?
The answer—at least for now—is that those things are not perfectly explainable. There’s an incredible amount of implicit knowledge—the kind that can’t be written down or spoken out—about how to screw in a screw. You can read 100 manuals, but it’s not until you feel the forces in your hand that your brain figures out what “screw in a screw” actually means. If I try to explain why I love this sentence by Marcel Proust—w*e can sometimes find a person again, but we cannot abolish time—*I might turn to its succinctness or the beauty of the themes (time, love, loss) or the precise sting of the words, but it’s really hard to be objective about “why it’s good”—much less so if the creature listening to me has not lived a life.9
Math was made to be perfectly explainable; centuries of cumulative work to build a perfectly self-contained formal system. This effort ultimately failed but produced the best “artificial” language to explain the universe; or rather, to speak with it. Don’t make the terrible mistake of thinking that AI can’t do whatever you do because it’s dumb or because your work is special or because you’re protected by the stars. The only reason AI can’t is that it doesn’t have the right data yet.
Now, in the year of the Lord 2026—neither a prime nor a perfect square—two companies took all of that math data and, with some clever sleight of hand that I won’t go into here, trained a general-purpose algorithm to master the skill. In four years, AI models have gone from being unable to make themselves understood to solving century-old math that you can’t understand.
And now we wait. As the most fervent advocates love to say—and I agree with them on this point—this is the worst AI will ever be. The Riemann hypothesis lies on the horizon, like a final boss.

VI.
And yet—no new math, no new conjectures, no new interesting ideas, no novel premises.
Solving the Riemann hypothesis would be a breakthrough of such a magnitude that it would dwarf everything we’ve seen so far. And yet, solving the Riemann hypothesis doesn’t make one Riemann, for he had to come up with it in the first place. Why is AI better at the former than the latter? Why does it have such strong deductive and inductive skills and yet it lacks in abduction? Why does it tend to find counterexamples rather than proofs?10 Why is it so good now at scouring the abandoned corridors of the cathedral of mathematics, as Bloom calls it, and yet it would have no clue whatsoever about how to build a new wing?
To be clear, I wouldn’t either.
I can’t write a symphony or turn a canvas into a beautiful masterpiece. But some humans can do all of that. Some humans have had a disproportionate influence on building the world around us. They have built cathedral after cathedral after cathedral. What is AI missing?
A DeepMind researcher argued in a Jan 2026 position paper that “LLMs can’t jump,” meaning that they can’t go from followers to trailblazers: “[W]hile a modern Large Language Model could plausibly execute the deductive phase of proving theorems from established premises, it is structurally incapable of the abductive ‘Jump’ required to formulate those premises. We identify the translation of simulation into formal axioms as the critical bottleneck in artificial scientific invention.”
He argues that “physically consistent, multimodal world models offer the necessary sensory grounding to bridge this divide,” which bridges this missing ingredient to the divide I see between how OpenAI and Anthropic approach AI vs Google DeepMind, a topic to which I dedicated a long deep-dive recently. I’m not going to enter again into world-model conceptual territory (read the next footnote for that), but suffice it to say that I find this position paper quite persuasive. (Others call it “goalpost-moving,” so feel free to take the position you consider more reasonable.)11
Coincidentally, it was Google DeepMind’s CEO Demis Hassabis who preemptively reframed the significance of proving and disproving conjectures. In the Big Technology podcast, he said that “Today’s systems are nowhere near [AGI]. Doesn’t matter how many Erdős problems you solve.” I think it’s fair to interpret this as meaning that, in general, solving math problems doesn’t require the same kind of intelligence as posing them in the first place. (One wonders whether he’d say the same thing if it was the Riemann hypothesis that some AI model had solved. We may find out soon-ish.)12
All in all, AI has been solving hard math problems because 1) math is verifiable, and thus it’s not that hard, and 2) problem-solving doesn’t require abductive jumps or world modeling or the ability to come up with new theories, and thus it’s also not that hard.13
So, what’s the big deal again?

VII.
I think the obvious value—besides dunking on goalpost-movers and other denialists of AI’s capabilities—is implicit in the expression “the cathedral of mathematics.”
The word cathedral is in part intended as beautiful and sublime and magnificent but also as big. Mathematics, for those of us who didn’t go past differential calculus, is gigantic. You can spend your entire life going down a single corridor, earn a Fields Medal—one of the highest recognitions in the discipline—and still never find the endpoint nor visit any other corridors in any meaningful way. The cathedral of math is, quite appropriately, as vast as the universe.
There’s immense value—hard to overstate, really—in having at your disposal a tool that can search and dust off secrets in the abandoned corridors of this cathedral. Places no one has stayed for more than a few seconds (in Wikipedia) since the nineteenth century; places that open up doors to dozens of new places; places no one has ever visited.
AI is well-suited for mathematics and even better suited for skimming the vast corpus of human knowledge and finding relics. Think about it. AI knows everything that’s been recorded online (and not so online): From the Big Bang to the eukaryotic cell; how the Great Pyramid of Giza was allegedly built or what are the elements required to make the iPhone in my hand; why international relations are important or how to derive general relativity; the crux in Kant’s critique of pure reason; the value of Cubism and the virtues of capitalism; how the double helix model revealed we’re each unique and how the Heliocentric theory revealed that we are not—it knows about all of that and many more things I can’t possibly know.
The world is a museum of passion projects, and AI has gone to see the human exhibit a million times already. How many connections can it make? How many sentences can it read that have not been read in a hundred years? Human mathematicians could go there, sure. But in a world governed by financial interests and time constraints and reputational risks, the bet is clear: you never go.

If nothing else, the current capabilities of AI models allow us to ponder this: how many more answers we’d have if all it took were asking the question?
One specific insight I’ve gathered from reading the impressions of mathematicians is that, although some of these conjectures are somewhat famous, others are less well-known.
It surprised me to see Tim Gowers, Fields medallist, say that “[the Jacobian conjecture] is for me the first example of an LLM solving a problem not in my area that was nevertheless big enough that I had very definitely heard of it.” My surprise comes because, one, I’d naively expect a master mathematician to know every conjecture that OpenAI and Anthropic find worth reporting on (but math is big!), and two, he doesn’t even seem particularly affected by the Jacobian conjecture itself in the sense that “yeah, I’m somewhat familiar with it” doesn’t strike me as an expression of closenes—or, for what it’s worth, grief.

How many math problems have been forgotten or never tried in the first place because they are hard, long, boring, unknown, unpromising, unfunded, or even career suicide? My bet is many. AI has all the right traits—doesn’t complain, doesn’t tire, doesn’t eat or sleep—to go search those abandoned corridors and explore them farther than humans could justify. Math, unconcerned by the frictions and logistical nuisances of the real world, is the perfect subject to AI’s newfound skills.
And because you, too, have access to AI tools, it means that you—congratulations!—have the makings of a mathematician. That’s another value not to be dismissed.
I know you have understood nothing about the AI’s disproofs I’ve recounted above, but that’s secondary. You can just take AI’s reported capability at face value and become an AI-enhanced mathematician. The AI does the math, and you stamp your name on it.
Or, conversely, you can take that lesson and extrapolate it to areas into which you’re interested. If AI can make these discoveries in math, it’s in part because it’s well-suited for it, but also in part because it just can do this sort of thing. AI is, like a well-trained bloodhound, yearning to go run through the abandoned corridors of whatever edifice you happen to be in. Math is special because it makes clear that AI is trained to do that. Realizing you can apply AI in your work—assuming that, unlike a mathematician or a stew-maker, you have a normal office job—could be the most personal and practical value you extract from this piece.
Another insight I’ve gathered is that AI is weird.
It’s well-suited to pursue unusual routes, ignore standard premises (like assuming the Erdős unit-distance conjecture was likely right and thus devote most time to prove it rather than disprove it), or draw impossible connections between subfields (like using algebraic number theory to disprove the unit-distance conjecture). AI is treating math like it once treated chess and Go, as a virgin arena, untainted by human biases and conventions. Its “alien” intelligence allows it to see beyond.
As writer Kai William says in his review of OpenAI’s unit-distance conjecture disproof, “OpenAI’s solution . . . had two properties that played to the strengths of AI models relative to humans.”
First, he says, Astra brought algebraic number theory all the way over to the unit-distance problem. Math is big, as we’ve seen, and it’d be unusual for a single human to be able to cover an arbitrarily large amount of territory to do these kinds of impossible connections. That’s a task for AI; no matter how immense the cathedral is, AI’s recall and pattern-matching ability are near perfect compared to ours. And second, “the reasoning process was such a grind,” which means that no human in his right mind would have ever gone as far as it was needed to derive the disproof. Williams mentions that Tsimerman had thought of approaching the conjecture as AI did, but that such an approach is, from a human lens, time-consuming and often unfruitful.
I’m reminded, reading Williams’s recount of the story, of how Go masters described the famous “move 37” that AlphaGo played against Go top player Lee Sedol in their 2016 match. They called it a “mistake,” “strange,” “beautiful,” “not a human move.” 2,500 years of humans playing Go, and a machine suddenly invents an inhuman move, one that led to the end of humanity’s rule over the game. Like in chess, no human has beaten the top AI Go player ever again.14
Was this “inhuman move” by Astra in math research a comparable feat? I’m not sure I’d call out “move 37” for math yet. Although mathematics has been around for even longer than Go, there are many things that humans can do in math that AI struggles with. But the date is getting closer—
—especially if all it takes is $2,000.


VIII.
I cited the $2,000 figure from OpenAI’s announcement, but it deserves a second thought: AI is changing the cost structure of intellectual persistence because where a math expert cannot reasonably spend six months trying 400 ugly approaches to a problem that ultimately won’t matter, AI can—on top of retaining the failed routes, cross-referencing remote literature, and returning with either a construction or a better account of the obstruction—do it cheaply. It makes previously irrational research bets—most of them, if you ask a financier—economically rational.
So what will professional mathematicians do now?
Some will just call out anything that AI can do as “not mathematics anymore” and keep going, unfazed. Others will use AI to learn about the branches of mathematics they’re not experts in, becoming a sort of superhuman cyborg. Others will grab the low-hanging fruit, taking advantage of their mathematical knowledge and understanding to prove more and more conjectures.15
But what about the rest, those who don’t welcome AI so enthusiastically?
One possibility is struggle.
When Kirwin Hampshire said, counterfactually, that literary masterpieces would be “dropping as fast as publishers could scoop them up,” he didn’t consider a worse possibility: publishers wouldn’t be able to scoop them up fast enough. There would be masterpieces piling on the floor, waiting for us to review them, incapable of keeping up with AI’s churning rate. What if the AIs scouring the abandoned corridors of the cathedral start to reveal secrets faster than we can digest them?
This has been previously stated as “proof indigestion.”

Consider the implications of à la carte low-cost proof generation. It’s great that one guy can provide a counterexample to an 80-year-old conjecture for as much as 20 bucks; it’s the beginning of a new world we will need to adapt to, but besides our hypothetical PhD math student, it’s hard to see how it could be worse than the alternative (i.e., expensive math). However, such an overhaul of the status quo reveals ups and downs when you inspect the second-order consequences.
Just as correct proofs and disproofs being cheap is a priori good, incorrect ones being cheap is a tragedy. As Terence Tao said in a talk in 2024 on this topic, “normally, when a technology . . . produces something bad, you can tell it’s bad . . . but these [AI] weights are chosen specifically so that the answers resemble correct answers as much as possible, so even when they’re wrong, they look very very convincing.” In a more recent talk—a week before the Astra announcement—he said that “we are entering . . . a crisis in the foundations of mathematical values and practices.” He cited Fields medallist William Thurston’s words on how proofs are not mathematics’ main goal:16
We are not trying to meet some abstract production quota of definitions, theorems and proofs. The measure of our success is whether what we do enables people to understand and think more clearly and effectively about math.

And I add this other quote from Thurston in the same vein:
The product of mathematics is clarity and understanding. Not theorems, by themselves . . . . There is no way to run out of ideas in need of clarification. The question of who is the first person to ever set foot on some square meter of land is really secondary.

Tao closes by saying that “we will transition from an era of proof scarcity to an era of proof abundance,” without solving for all the other required steps to have a complete digestion of a mathematical finding. This is the perfect recipe for AI-manufactured struggle.
This tweet below by a machine learning professor summarizes the idea:

Not only will the poetry of mathematics be lost to AI, as Hampshire writes in his essay, but also the logistical ability to filter brilliance from bullshit or value from excess. As the rate of false positives increases, the toll of human work will shift from discovery to verification, to exposition to digestion; mathematics will face a problem it’s profoundly unprepared for.
Before modern AI, mathematical research being hard and “expensive” (at least in human hours and human cognitive power) was a natural filter for the number of proofs to be verified (and even then, the incentives of academia were pushing this filter to the limit). When one AI-generated proof is submitted, you need to pay close attention; when thousands do, you need a revolution.17
This would be less troubling if Hilbert’s Entscheidungsproblem had turned out to be solvable.
In 1928, David Hilbert asked whether there could be an algorithm that, given a mathematical statement, would determine whether it was valid (”yes”) or not valid (”no”). Turing and Church proved it didn’t exist, shattering Hilbert’s dream, in 1936. AI models nevertheless look like a strange, partial return of that dream. You give it a prompt, it gives you a proof.
What neither Hilbert nor Turing could have imagined was that the machine wouldn’t be built but grown, like flowers in a garden. AI’s unreliability is so consequential in mathematical research because the same system that can extend the frontier by proving non-sofic groups exist can also manufacture errors with enough fluency to survive serious inspection. The implications of the machine that we ultimately created run as much in the bad direction as they do in the good one.
All in all, we have that 1) AI will produce too many potential proofs and disproofs for professionals to handle, 2) the scientific conditions around these findings are at best imperfect and at worst missing, 3) proofs themselves are not all that important to the purpose of math without understanding, and 4) AI will make a lot of mistakes that look like “plausible but ultimately wrong solutions.”
The combined impact of both these avalanches will saturate whatever bulwarks are still standing on the human side of mathematical research. How can the mathematics community digest the situation? Hardly so.

That’s why a group of mathematicians from Leiden University, on behalf of the global community and with extensive feedback from it as well as an endorsement from the International Mathematical Union, Terence Tao, and many other distinguished mathematicians, published a Declaration on Artificial Intelligence and Mathematics. One of their points is precisely that also understanding, and not just a body of results, is what mathematics is about:
Mathematics produces not only a body of results, but also understanding, clarity, and judgment among the communities of mathematicians who have shaped them, often in the context of their own autonomously guided research. This expert knowledge is essential, both to effectively use mathematics, and to continue to articulate new and significant research questions. A key source of strength of the discipline has long been the autonomous shaping of the direction of research and the methods used to pursue it.

That said, they can always pivot their career to cracking math jokes online that only math people get.


IX.
Another possibility is to move on.

While moving up the ladder of abstraction to play the role of “connective tissue” is not available to everyone but a handful of math geniuses, moving on is available to all.
It’s a terrible thing to be pushed out of your dream life, but rather than remain in denial, angry, or depressed, it’s better to just find something else. Like a job at OpenAI or Anthropic. I’m kidding—partially. How many mathematicians do you think have worked to make these milestones possible? A damn lot. So you can be one of them. Or you can go play outside for a while and leave behind a “moribund academia.” And then find a job in a non-verifiable field, if possible, like sociology.
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Last New Years Eve, Stranger Things came to an end. Netflix released the series finale of the (once) beloved series, the adventures was concluded, the story told. And that final season was… not good. There had been skeptics of the show like me all along, but the series ending was notable for how thoroughly it turned off the larger fanbase; the critics were many and loud, the defenders few and cowed. Social media marveled at the collapse of the show’s quality, various review aggregators showed widespread disdain for the finale, and the YouTube videos dissecting the show’s failures were legion. The final season’s perceived faceplant caused all kinds of gnashing of teeth, with the show’s creators the Duffer Brothers repeatedly accused of killing off every facet of the first season that so many fans had loved. Every corner of the fanbase seemed to have their own pet complaints. But the greatest consternation was not driven by plot holes, the sidelining of key relationships, the overstuffed roster of characters, or even by the truly deranged conspiracy theories about a secret final episode. No, the most anguished, angry fans in the post-finale scrum were the Bylers.

Bylers, if you’re lucky enough to be unaware, are Stranger Things fans who “ship” the characters Will Byers and Mike Wheeler. (Byers + Wheeler = Byler, see.) These are megafans who became deeply (some would say unhealthily) emotionally invested in the idea that those two characters, two of the original core five cast members, were destined to fall in love or perhaps were already secretly in love. The thought the finale would confirm their theories, would show that Will and Mike were in love. This did not come to pass, and while there were clear attempts within the show to wave in the direction of those fans, those efforts were as clumsy as the rest of the final season and the Bylers remained unsatisfied - for some of them, to the point of derangement. This is all fairly common, now, and points to just how deeply unhealthy online “fandom” has become in general. But in addition to all of the unfortunate amplifying effects of the digital era, the Byler angst was compounded by the prominence of Stranger Things, the long wait between seasons that left fans with little to do but speculate and theorize, the aforementioned conspiracy theories about the “true” ending of the show… and, in particular, by accusations of homophobia.

You see, the Bylers do not merely passionately argue that those characters should be together, that their chemistry is clear onscreen, that the show had dropped many hints along the way to suggest that the pairing was inevitable. No, Bylers have long insisted that to suggest that Will and Mike were not destined to be together was in fact homophobic, an expression of anti-gay animus, a kind of fandom hate crime. Fans who found the pairing unrealistic or unsatisfying, fans who preferred that Mike end up with series love interest Eleven, those who merely argued that there was no textual reason to think that there was anything romantic between the two - all of them were regularly subjected to the accusation of hating LGBTQ people. The idea that someone might simply prefer a different storyline was routinely dismissed as making excuses for anti-gay feelings. There were a lot of different permutations; a common claim was that the Duffers had queerbaited fans by leaving hints that suggested that Byler was “endgame.” Others pointed out that these supposed hints seemed to largely be illusory. But it didn’t matter. In Stranger Things corners of the major online networks where Byler flourished (Tumblr, TikTok, BlueSky, Threads) the idea that fans who hoped for a different outcome hated gay people became hard to avoid.
Zoom out one level and you’ll see that this sort of thing is very common in “fandom” spaces, the weaponization of identity politics to win in the endless fan wars that consume online spaces. One of the oldest and nastiest shipping battles was fought between those fans who preferred that Harry Potter and Hermione form a romantic union and those who favored a Ron-Hermione pairing. The latter won in canon, but of course that didn’t stop the fighting. A favored claim of Harry-Hermione partisans was that the dynamic between Ron and Hermione was “toxic”; because the two characters were known to bicker, you see, the coupling would be built on abuse, or something. (Shipping wars tend to depend very heavily on extremely loose definitions of abuse.) Those who favor the Reylo pairing, which points to a romantic relationship between Star Wars sequel characters Rey and Kylo Ren, have long been accused of supporting abuse because at one point Kylo does some sort of Jedi mind probe on Rey and in the world of extremely online fandom politics that’s the same as rape. Reylos have also been accused of racism, on the logic that a Rey-Kylo pairing blocks a potential Rey-Finn pairing, and Finn is Black. Not to be outdone, those who ship Finn and Poe have accused Rey-Finn supporters as homophobic because Finn and Poe are both men. There’s accusations of bigotry to go around!
There are many of these crazy internecine battles out there. (The one surrounding the Shadow & Bone book series and its Netflix adaptation was legendarily nasty.) But the Stranger Things backlash has been particularly distressing, for me, in that it demonstrates that many people, particularly many young people, really and truly believe that it is actively homophobic not to give them what they want in their narrative media. I know some readers will immediately insist that they mean homophobic in a figurative or metaphorical way, but I assure you, if you look around social media you will be disabused of that notion. These kids genuinely think that a beloved show or book series going in romantic directions they don’t like belongs in the same category as gay bashing or workplace discrimination. I do blame them to some degree - it’s a stupid, destructive thing to believe, after all - but I also recognize that they’re impressionable. At their age, they’ve long been marinating in a media environment where some publications and voices seems hellbent on convincing young queer kids that they are entitled to, well, whatever they want. (The media environment where pointing out that LGBTQ representation in media has dramatically improved in the past decade is treated as some sort of reactionary move instead of a celebration of progress.) Whoever is to blame, it’s wrongheaded and destructive to act as though not getting Byler or any other gay pairing is homophobic; those things are not the same. Homophobia is real and sometimes deadly and this sort of thing just makes it harder to fight.
Now, here’s where a large segment of my readership waves their hand, says “this is all internet nonsense!,” and insists that none of it matters - and that is in fact what I really want to talk about today, the weaponization of avoidance.
Yes, it’s tempting to laugh all of this off as angsty teenagers yelling at each other about television, and many do. But that instinct, to me, is exactly the problem. For a lot of impressionable young people, fandom is not some sort of sideshow to political culture; for a great many of them, in fact, the world of fandom is the first place they ever conduct an argument with strangers about anything that feels like it matters. And my experience and my hunch is that the habits they form there are habits they keep. As I won’t stop saying, politics is ambient now. You can’t keep acting like only people who write for the NYT Opinion page matter; social media is a massive influence on how people form their political identities. And when a fifteen-year-old discovers that she can win a dispute about whether two cartoon boys should kiss by announcing that her opponents are homophobes, or that a shipping preference can be defeated by declaring it racist, she has learned something genuinely useful and genuinely corrosive: that this kind of behavior is a move, a tool, available on demand. She’s learned that a particular kind of accusation short-circuits debate and that the reward for using it isn’t just winning an argument but status. It’s a transferable skill; it transfers into workplaces, into campus politics, into nonprofits and newsrooms and political campaigns….
We can acknowledge that young people learn to weaponize identity politics and bigotry accusations early in their online lives and then take those tactics into adult politics and maybe try to improve things. We can teach them that accusations of bigotry are powerful and fraught and should never be used frivolously, that to do so risks the progress we’ve achieved. Or we can do what so many people do these days and say “Hey, they’re just stupid kids, this is just online stuff, it doesn’t matter….” But those aren’t the real reasons they practice avoidance. No, they practice avoidance because here in 2026 the game is never to appear to say the sort of thing our opponents say. It’s associative politics at its purest and most corrosive. I suspect most left-of-center people agree with me that it’s absurd that fandom types so often suggest that not getting what they want in their stories is a species of interpersonal bigotry, a kind of identity crime. But saying so would bring the risk of looking like a Republican, so they don’t say so. And that’s the real condition I’m interested in today: the sheer number of left-leaning people who consistently refuse to express their opinion on topics of controversy because they don’t want to appear to be the wrong sort of person.


This is not new. I’m constantly telling and retelling this history, but only because it continues to have obvious relevance for how modern progressive culture goes. Despite what you would have thought if you started a Twitter account in 2018, media liberals were not carrying the same political torch as college social justice activists in 2010, around when those activists began making a lot of noise. By the late 2010s media’s weird hivemind political consciousness had more or less adopted academic social justice politics wholesale, but that hadn’t always been the case. Indeed, when I started writing for a public audience in 2008 the average media liberal was a wonkish center-left Ezra Klein type, not someone yelling about intersectionality and calling to dismantle the criminal justice system. No, in the early woke period, your average journalist did not profess to be woke but was also not willing to join in a critique of campus excess that they saw as conservative. So they gravitated towards the simplest form of avoidance: “that doesn’t matter.” It wasn’t that media professionals thought it was good that campus activists were screaming at professors and trying to get their institutions to fire conservative professors and punish conservative students. They just insisted that it didn’t matter, college wasn’t real life, who cares, etc etc etc.

No one who lived through the ensuing decade and a half could have failed to notice what happened: the politics embraced by those students not only mattered, in time they became the dominant progressive idiom in the United States. Social justice politics colonized academia, the progressive nonprofit sector, any non-right-wing media, and gradually more and more institutions, first slowly, then all at once. This culminated in the summer of 2020, when you had, like, Geico publishing pamphlets that said time zones are white supremacy or whatever. Everybody was woke, all of a sudden. And notably, this included most of the people who had a few years earlier insisted that campus social justice activists weren’t worth taking seriously! By the late 2010s your average employee at Gawker Media or the New York Times or New York magazine was advocating for a form of social justice politics that was more or less indistinguishable from that of the loudest campus radicals, and so unsurprisingly our media spent a ton of time defending said campus radicals - and, funnily enough, most of them pretended that they had been Kimberlé Crenshaw devotees all along. But early on, before the social requirement in media dictated a performed interest in intersectionality? Pure avoidance. Because they didn’t agree with the campus activists, but they really didn’t want to look like Republicans.
There are plenty of examples of this phenomenon.
	Perhaps the purest expression of this tendency lies in the “snowflake” discourse and the idea that young people need to be taught resilience. It’s my observation that, in our zeal to protect young people from any kind of psychic pain, our culture has prevented them from developing the skills and mindset necessary to handle adversity and disappointment, which will inevitably come because that is what it means to be alive. Of course there are real forms of harm we should try to prevent, but that harm prevention has become so central to social life that we have generations of people who have no capacity to navigate loss, failure, and injury. I suspect many, many progressive people quietly agree with me. But because this position can be caricatured as the witless right-wing “You want a safe space, snowflake?” argument, a lot of them refuse to engage with the conversation at all.

	This Jason Arday controversy is an unusually direct example - the fact that his work has plagiarized passages is incontrovertible, while many of his stories about his life are individually suspect and, taken as a whole, present a life that would be wildly statistically unlikely. But because the first wave of criticism came from conservatives, and because he occupies both a Black and an autistic identity, the academic community has largely dug in and supported him. The fear of looking like the wrong kind of person is more powerful than the easily-discarded principles of academic integrity.

	Disability issues are stuffed with this tendency. I’ve long nominated the case of the TikTok dissociative identity disorder epidemic as an expression of liberal avoidance. The skeptical case is so overwhelming that almost no one affirmatively maintains that thousands of adolescent women suddenly came down with one of the rarest and most debilitating of all psychiatric illnesses, but complaining about teenagers online behavior is a form of Old Man Yells at Cloud, which all aging people are desperate to avoid. So instead of either rejecting or affirming the utterly implausible story the TikTok teens tell, many liberals practice avoidance: why are we talking about this, they’re just stupid teenagers, it doesn’t matter! This piece from Devon Price is a particularly direct expression - Price doesn’t really believe the teens, but thinks it’s more important to reaffirm that ableism is bad than to reject their narrative. More broadly, many people seem to be aware that the self-diagnosis era is bad for society and bad for the disabled, that the skyrocketing number of disability accommodations on the LSAT is a record of deception rather than of epidemiology, that public schools simply cannot continue to bear the immense and ever-growing costs of limitless special education accommodations…. But, again, disability activists are left-coded, critics of activists are right-coded, QED. A representative artifact can be found in this New York Times story on the TikTok Tourette’s wave; the author concedes that the whole thing was ultimately a matter of factitious illness, but her attitude is excruciatingly sensitive and deferential to the feelings of the girls in question. Wouldn’t want to look like a Republican, after all!

	The never-ending prosecution of poptimism, a critical movement that won an unconditional victory 20 years ago but which insists on pretending otherwise, is motivated in part by the desire to avoid looking like the wrong kind of person. The early poptimists expertly played on the anxieties of white male critics who had found themselves in an industry and field that was increasingly skeptical of their point of view. A lot of those white male critics became the most aggressive poptimists and produced the most rote poptimist screeds; they were terrified of being accused of being the out-of-touch, probably-racist old guys, so they built their whole aesthetic identities around being the opposite. (The idea that poptimism is a movement of women and people of color is objectively and obviously false.) So you have things like the NYT’s Popcast show, where a couple of middle aged white men obsess over adolescent women and their tastes, for fear that they might appear to be some sort of indie rock dinosaurs. Always, behaviors motivated by the fear of appearing to hold an identity that’s disfavored.

	Privately, many people will agree with me that the absolutely ceaseless online obsession with age gap relationships is bizarre and dysfunctional - but only privately. Of course we need to have an age of consent and vigorously enforce those laws, and it can certainly be the case that a legal relationship can nevertheless be exploitative or unhealthy, and sometimes people in such relationships need to be told that. But fundamentally adults have the right to pursue legal and consensual relationships if they choose to, and we all need to make good decisions about who to date; nobody can make good decisions for us. If there’s any opinion that the internet is passionate about, though, it’s the idea that any meaningful gap in ages between two people in a relationship is inherently wicked - and what “meaningful” means changes over time, such that there are many who will now tell you that a 22-year-old who dates a 19-year-old is functionally a rapist. (Again, if you doubt me, go look.) That’s all crazy and not conducive to basic human freedom and will probably spark a backlash someday. But because anyone who critiques this lunacy is accused of harboring sexually deviant views, most people just stay away.


I don’t doubt that there are some political debates and controversies that are not worth joining. But as time goes on, avoidance has become perhaps the dominant political tactic of our era. I cannot tell you how many times I have identified what I think is a political problem and made a detailed and specific argument as to why, only to find the most common response “Why does this matter?” - including from my commenters. That tendency only grows over time. And I really do think it’s destructive. I have all the time in the world to argue about issues that other people see as minor, and I’m deeply convinced that tendencies and arguments and habits in smaller discursive spaces bubble up and become unavoidable - just like when the social justice movement went from a campus curiosity that the media insisted was not worth engaging with to a political force that took over the entire progressive world. You can’t just ignore things forever. If you read something I write or hear someone make an argument you think is bad or wrong, then argue. Argue! But I cannot stand the relentless, recursive embrace of “Oh, I don’t think that’s important.” Because what’s trivial today is imperative tomorrow. History keeps teaching us that. Maybe it’s time to learn.

  Read full article: https://freddiedeboer.substack.com/p/im-not-the-kind-of-person-who-criticizes
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  There are three types of China shock discourse. 
Each has a distinct temporal register. 
	China shock 1.0 was a phrase coined by US academics in the 2010s to retrospectively summarize the impact on particular US labour markets, which they identified through painstaking empirical investigation. 

	China shock 2.0 on everyone’s lips in Europe in the mid 2020s is an alarm raised by trans-Atlantic policy thinkers warning of a coming disaster which they project onto Europe’s ailing car industry. 

	The third type of China shock discourse - commonly known as the “China squeeze” launched most recently by Indian economists Shoumitro Chatterjee and Arvind Subramanian in the pages of Foreign Affairs - mobilizes a different, more speculative temporal register: the counterfactual realm of alternate history. The China squeeze argument asks not what has happened, or what is going to happen, but what might have been. Specifically, what options for economic development might have been open to Global South economies like India or the economies of sub-Saharan Africa, had it not been for China’s spectacular industrialization since the late 1990s and the persistent competitiveness of China’s manufacture in low-skilled segments. 


Chatterjee and Subramanian’s argument is that whilst China has built a powerful position in electrical machinery and other high-skill manufacturing, which is now delivering China Shock 2.0, it also continues to run a trade surplus in low-skill, labour-intensive manufacturing. This surplus is large and has remained largely unchanged in fifteen years. Indeed, in the 2010s, in trade with low-income countries, China’s surplus rapidly increased. On their reading, this squeezes low-income producers in low-skill sectors in which they “should” be able to compete. 

Source: “China’s Mercantilist Squeeze on Developing Countries” Shoumitro Chatterjee and Arvind Subramanian. Peterson Institute for International Economics 26-7 May 2026
Chatterjee and Subramanian’s wording is telling: (emphasis mine)
The canonical trajectory of economic development in the post-World War II period is for countries to transition from agriculture to manufacturing, first in low-skilled manufacturing and then later on to high-skill manufacturing (Herrendorf, Rogerson, and Valentinyi 2013).  At the global level, this implies that high-income countries (HICs) that once specialized in low-skilled activities cede manufacturing export space to poorer countries that come along to occupy that space. In 1965, advanced economies accounted for about 60 percent of global value-added exports in four key low-skilled manufacturing sectors, i.e., apparel, leather, textiles, and footwear. Over time this share declined and began to be occupied first by the East Asian tigers and, beginning in the late 1990s, by China. Today China accounts for about 50 percent of the global market. The question is whether China, with its rising prosperity, is continuing to behave like its richer counterparts and ceding export space to poorer followers or to behave unlike them and continuing to occupy space.   


In terms of the conceptual maneuvers it performs, of the three China shock discourses, the “China squeeze” argument is by far the most ambitious. After all, it bases its critique of China on a counterfactual imagining of the world.  
Like any counterfactual argument, to construct this alternative reality it must rely on a heuristic model. To make their argument Chatterjee and Subramanian mobilize two key claims. 
The first reference point is the actual history of rich-country industrialization, what they refer to as the “canonical path”. The idea is that countries transition from agriculture to light industry and low-skilled manufacturing and from there up the value chain. To make this useful as a standard of comparison and a means to construct a normative standard, they adjust sectoral export shares for two factors: 1. the underlying level of economic development of the exporting country, as measured by national income and 2. the degree to which the sector in question is internationalized. The idea being that for a high income country to have a high export share in low-skill sectors is anomalous and even more so if that particular product is highly internationalized and thus suitable for being “conceded” to lower-income competitors. 
Where should this process end? 
Here Chatterjee and Subramanian introduce their second benchmark. Their normative idea of a global development path is one in which, in due course, low-skill manufacturing exports are distributed in proportion to a country’s share in the global labour force. They imagine, in other words, a world of proportional, polycentric global development without much national specialization in low-skill manufacturing. 
A useful benchmark is that, in labor-intensive manufacturing sectors, a country’s share of world exports should be broadly commensurate with its share of the world’s low-skilled labor endowment. … In the Heckscher-Ohlin model, this would be true if value added per worker and export propensities, i.e., fraction of output that is exported, are the same across countries.

It is this pleasant liberal vista of orderly global development, progressing towards a general distribution of low-skilled manufacturing against which they judge reality and conclude that the low-income countries are suffering a “China squeeze”. China is not exiting low-skill sectors fast enough Allowing for its gdp level and the degree of globalization, China’s share of low-skill manufacturing exports is far higher than it “should” be.  

Relative to population, its low-skill share of exports is far too high. That in turn yields the conclusion that huge numbers of jobs - the authors suggest tens of millions - are being hoarded by China. 
For the four sectors captured in figure 4, this excess in value-added exports is $110 billion in 2022. For all low-skilled sectors overall captured in appendix figure D.1, excess value-added exports amount to $365 billion. The crowding out of LMIC exports by China is therefore substantial. 


Both these claims have in common that they are strong structuralisms. The first is that development paths ought to resemble each other. The second is that broadly speaking as far as low-skilled manufacturing is concerned, all countries are alike. If the world currently diverges from the distribution of trade implied by these assumptions, if China is not following the advanced economy path and has huge exports, this must be the result of “policy”, which the authors then put in question as illegitimate or unfair. Thus the naturalistic construction of a canonical path leading to a “level” distribution of low-skilled manufacturing reveals itself to be a polemical tool.
From the point of view of China shock polemics, this discourse is no doubt welcome. But as an account of economic history, it must surely be regarded as nothing short of bamboozling. 
Development paths do not follow a regular, natural sequence. As David Fishman put it aptly, “development is not a queue”. They are always and everywhere, through and through political. Development is not so much a process, as a project. Each such project is more or less well adjusted to its context. As Gerschenkron taught uneven and combined development implies differentiation rather than simple imitation on a single parth. It may be true that Europe and the US exited relatively early from low-skill work. But clearly technology has changed. As C&S themselves point out, China no longer enjoys a low wage environment. Do they really believe that such huge differences can be accounted for either by industrial policy, which as they admit does not operate powerfully in low-skill sectors, or by exchange rate manipulation? What is overwhelmingly dominant in explaining the persistence of “low-skill” manufacturing in China are surely the network effects of complex supply chains. Indeed the label of “low-skill” may miss the point. 
The degree of globalization which Chatterjee and Subramanian decide to conjure away in their model of the development path - to allow for the fact that Europe and American textiles exporters did not enjoy just-in-time logistics in the 1950s - obscures the point that the networks through which Chinese factories supply the world are themselves key parts of the low-skill industrialization project. China isn’t knocking out 1970s style “cheap”. It has redefined the entire product cycle. C&S’s casual reference to “T-shirts” is telling. In today’s “fast fashion”, there is weight on both terms. Fashion and fast. China’s success in delivering on both at unprecedentedly high speed and at unprecedentedly low cost, isn’t a low-skill operation at all. 
If we see development trajectories not as the serial repetition of the same, but as distinctive, crafted projects that cumulate in complex agglomerations of skill, technology and labor, then this explains why the assumption that low-skilled manufacturing should follow the distribution of population flies in the face of all experience. As countless cases attest, low-wage, low-income developed economies are not by themselves the makings of a competitive production base. As Leon Liao puts it quite fairly: “International trade has never been allocated according to population. A country’s population gives it no natural claim to an equivalent share of global exports." 
And the remarkable fact is that Subramanian alone and with co-authors has long been making this point, not to pillory China, as is the case of the tendentious Foreign Affairs and Peterson pieces, but to highlight the great counterpart to China’s industrial success, namely India’s relative failure. 
The much-quoted Foreign Affairs piece showed low-skill export shares only for China, not for India. If you put both countries in the picture as Chaterjee and Subramanian have done on other occasions, the picture looks like this.

 China is far above the line, but India, almost as large in terms of population, is no less anomalous, just in the opposite direction. As far as global populations are concerned, and the imagining of tens of millions of “squeezed” jobs, it is this Sino-Indian pair that account for a huge share of the action. What this graph reveals is not China’s cheating, but India’s “greatest development failure”, at least this is the argument made Arvind Subramanian, this time in co-authorship with Devesh Kapur, in their major book, A Sixth of Humanity. Independent India’s Development Odyssey which appeared with Oxford University Press earlier this year. 
In this highly critical work on India’s development, China is repeatedly evoked, not to criticize but as a benchmark against which to illuminate what India’s political economy has not delivered i.e. large-scale formal employment for hundreds of millions of citizens.
Kapur and Subramanian leave no doubt, if you want to understand why China, not India was the main driver of manufacturing globalization from the 1980s, don’t look to slots opening up in the division of labour thanks to the liberal mindedness of advanced economies, look to the contrasting political economy of the Maoist PRC and India’s post-independence political economy. As Kapur and Subramian note: 
The great divergence between China and India did not begin in 1978 with the Deng reforms—it was well underway by then.

In one of the great ironies of modern history, the conditions created by Maoism turned out to be a great launching pad for industrial globalization. As the comparison of India and China in 1980 makes clear, to imagine manufacturing would be equally distributed when populations are so differently endowed in terms of educational and nutritional is fanciful. Here is the data from Kapur and Subramanian, data which I explored back at the very beginning of Chartbook.

As Kapur and Subramanian insist, the striking fact is that even as India’s growth accelerated from the 1980s, structural change has not. Formal employment in India lags woefully behind. Why? As Kapur and Subramanian note, the path-dependent impact of India’s poor early start was devastating. The list of factors they mention is long and weighty:
We argue for a new five-fold explanation applicable at different stages of Indian history: in the initial stages, the legacy of two key pre-1980s policies, the neglect of agriculture and the strangling of the domestic private sector, were critical. The failure of broad-based agricultural growth militated against rural industrialization, which would have been devoted to satisfying local needs that would have necessarily been labour intensive. Then, when the boom came after 1980, the thicket of regulation and broader labour protections that were legislated prematurely in a nascent democracy, underpinned by a deep ideological aversion to private capital in general and big capital specifically, became a barrier to attaining the size that would be necessary to compete globally. Similarly, the reforms after 1991, while wide-ranging, did not quite encompass non-tradeable inputs critical to manufacturing, namely, land, logistics infrastructure and power. A combination of low investment (logistics infrastructure), regulation (land) and the continued monopoly supply by state governments (power), combined with residual socialism, kept costs at 75–100 per cent above efficient supply. These factors were compounded on the supply side by the government, which dominated the formal labour market and established exorbitantly high wages at the lower end of the skill spectrum. This made their employment in the labour-intensive sector by the private sector less attractive. Finally, when the services sector and its exports boomed, wages soared even further via a Dutch Disease effect: one successful tradeable sector killed and cannibalized another less-skilled tradable sector, namely, manufacturing. Thus, scarcity-inducing policies of the planning era, precocious democracy and a Gandhian aversion to size; inefficient, monopolistic supply of critical non-tradable inputs; the behemoth of government; and super-successful skill-intensive services successively undermined India’s unskilled labour employment opportunities. The employment failure seems to have been over-determined. … Less quantifiable but no less important are some of the sociological factors that have undermined manufacturing and factory jobs. Take the impact of the success of the IT sector—located in urban areas with better working conditions, such as air-conditioned offices, good schools for children and attractive entertainment options. It became a more attractive place for engineering and management graduates to flock to. … Consider manufacturing and female employment. Indian society makes it difficult for women to work, reflected in India’s unusually low female labour force participation (elaborated in Chapter XIII). Indian society, in particular the routine harassment of women in public spaces, makes it even more difficult for them to travel long distances to take up work.37 Combined with onerous regulations on creating hostels and dormitories for women—which, in turn, prevents multiple shifts of operation—factories need to be located in areas with a large female labour pool. While firms can take apparel plants to female labour or bring them to the plants by building large-scale dormitories, this raises costs. If there was a case for subsidies to encourage labour-intensive manufacturing, housing subsidies to build dormitories for women workers would be a good place to start.

All of this meant, that when opportunities did open up, in part thanks to adjustments in China, India was in no position to take advantage. 
Here is the account of the 2020s from Kapur and Subramanian. It stands in dizzying contrast to the one-sided, “China squeeze” argument delivered in the Peterson and Foreign Affairs pieces:
In 2022, for example, India’s share of global exports in clothing (the canonical labour-intensive sector) was 3.1 per cent compared to 32 per cent for China. This is extremely disappointing because China started vacating export space in this sector after the Global Financial Crisis as its wages started rising; it then vacated further space in the aftermath of geopolitical developments that led investors to seek alternative investment locations. Between its peak and today, China lost about 7.5 percentage points of global export share (worth about $43 billion in 2022); over this period, India’s export share remained stagnant at 3 per cent, while that of Vietnam and Bangladesh rose by 3.5 to 4 percentage points. China’s loss did not translate into any gain for India in terms of low-skill exports and employment. Put differently, when the conditions for dynamism and prosperity were established after 1991, and even more tantalizingly when the global export opportunities opened up, it was as if India was a high-wage economy and only skilled labour could benefit from the dynamism. It had converted its physically abundant unskilled workforce into an economically expensive resource, penalizing its use. 

It is not my mission here to argue for or against Kapur and Subramanian’s interpretation of India’s development trajectory. The point in this context is simply that the “China squeeze” such as it is can only be understood, in relation to the heavy burden of domestic constraints that Kapur and Subramanian so unsparingly enumerate. I am concentrating here on India because it is the great counterpart to China and the unspoken reference point of the “China squeeze” discourse. But the point is more general. Can anyone with a straight face suggest that the main problems afflicting the development of South Africa or Nigeria, the great centers of mass underemployment in sub-saharan Africa, are cheap competition from China driven by Beijing’s industrial policy and an undervalued RMB? Likewise, is the main problem of the American working-class the threat of Chinese competition or the manifest crisis of social reproduction in the United States itself? 
The point here, as in the discourse around China shock 2.0 in Europe, is to insist that we should not normalize the world and pathologize China, without actually investigating what is going on in America’s industrial wastelands, the German car industry, or India’s lopsided labour market. 
One-sided pathologization should be understood for what it is, a polemical gesture. Concepts like China shock and China squeeze are, what Reinhart Koselleck, following Carl Schmitt, would have described as “asymmetrische Kampfbegriffe”, or “asymmetrical counter-concepts” or “asymmetrical combat concepts”.  
If the function of arguments like the “China squeeze” is to alert elites in the rest of the world of the need to rejuvenate and energize their development projects, so be it. But let us see the resulting discourses as the mobilizing interventions that they are. 
Interestingly, a significant slice of China’s public sphere - the so-called industrial party - have been obsessed for the last twenty years with precisely these questions of counterfactual economic history. Since the mid 2000s, a massive online discourse developed around an alternative history in which Chinese techno-patriots were asked to imagine how they would proceed if they had the possibility of traveling back in time to transport modern technology into the Ming dynasty (1368-1644) thus averting the “great divergence” of the 18th and 19th centuries. It is a fantasy of course, but also a goad. The point was not directed at Westerners. The alternate history is dramatically nationalist, but few n the West had even heard of it until recently. The adherents of the industrial party are not liberal moralists. They don’t project natural ladders of international development and ask why others don’t cede space. They take the Realpolitik of global economic development for granted. Their pointe was directed against fellow Chinese. The rallying cry of the alternative narrative was this: Now that we are beginning to gain steam and push forward on our national development path, now that we are breaking out of the inferior position assigned to us even in the early years following WTO accession, do not lose yourself in humanistic imaginings about better futures. In the spirit of Deng, they called on China to embrace the hard truth of development. 
Perhaps one might of the Industrial Party as a cultural trend born out of desire for symbolic revenge against those who had inflicted the century of humiliation. In terms of the various temporalities of the “China shock” - retrospective, prospective and counterfactual - one might think of the Industrial Policy discourse as truly speculative, conjuring up the China shock that never was. Or perhaps one might better think of it as imagining a world in which a powerful China was no shock at all, but simply a defining fact of modern history. 


I love putting out Chartbook. I am particularly pleased that it goes out for free to thousands of subscribers around the world. But, writing this newsletter takes a lot of work. If you are enjoying it and would like to support the project, sign up for one of the subscription options here. It is the equivalent of a fancy cup of coffee per month!

  Read full article: https://adamtooze.substack.com/p/chartbook-464-thechina-squeeze-the
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  Good morning everyone,
It’s been a little while since I’ve focused on college football, mostly due to the transfer portal frenzy of spring quelling. But it’s August and college football is so close to being back, so I thought the state of affairs in college football was worth checking in on. We’ve got a lot to discuss. 
I’ve been quiet about it, but I’ve been working on updates to Transferportl.com all summer. These range across multiple domains, from increasing data coverage to migrating the Flask app to Next.js (for all my devs out there, I’m entering the 21st century of web design). It’s finally in a good spot again right before the season ramps up, and the site is ready for the future landscape of college football where transfers are paramount to roster building and there’s an inter-scholastic ‘market’ with natural hierarchies across the nation, similar to how the transfer market in soccer works. As the season progresses, I have scripts that will refresh data, run new transfer vulnerability score (TVS) calculations week over week, new NIL valuations, and new destination predictions. I like to keep the specific model details slightly closed, but I’ll give you this breadcrumb: I can confidently say that I was the beginning of the “entourage era” discourse in college football over a year ago when I published a transfer map showing how players follow their coaches. I hope that college football programs, passionate fans, and the players themselves find Transferportl to be a valuable information source, offering a refreshing angle on college football on a website that isn’t operating with an in your face, content-first or scoop-first mentality like other websites that will remain unnamed. It mainly began as a headache on my end, as I found it difficult to reconcile data across coach tenures and player transfers, and the website makes it easy to track and export the data. 
There are three main metrics, relatively basic models, that power Transferportl:
	Transfer Vulnerability Score (TVS): An algorithm I gave a presentation on to the American Statistical Association a few months ago where I predicted which college football players would transfer with 84% accuracy across 5 seasons of data.

	NIL Value: A metric based entirely off of production metrics and snap counts. I still consider this metric in beta testing mode, and it’s functioning more as the foundation for a world where transfer fees are public and more standardized, which I believe is the direction we’re heading in college football. I’ll never know exactly how much money gets passed in the dark rooms of Chevrolet dealerships across the country to high school and college football players, but more transparency is on its way. In addition, these contracts just aren’t enforceable. Darian Mensah wiggled out of a 2 year deal at Duke after one season after demanding a king’s ransom from conference rival Miami. There’s a $10 million figure floating around, but there’s also rumors of a mansion on a golf course and an NIL deal for his soccer playing sister meant to sweeten the offer up.  I’ve deliberately avoided adding in frivolous things like social media follower count to this valuation, but at the moment it feels more accurate to me on positions like quarterback than with offensive linemen. 

	Destination model: On each player’s page, I have the 5 likeliest transfer destinations for each player. This relies heavily on two elements, the first is bucketing players into a perceived upgrade or perceived downgrade scenario, and the second is a player’s hometown. The hometown effect has been fading as I’ve tweaked the model over the summer though, as I’ll never solve what I’m calling the ‘Jake Butt Problem’. I thought that players from specific areas would be hesitant to attend specific universities based on where they grew up. Jake Butt grew up in Pickerington, Ohio, 15 miles from Ohio State’s campus. My geographic buffer considered him loyal to the Buckeyes, but he went to Michigan. His high school, Pickerington North and their rival, Pickerington Central, is actually a fascinating case study for this research as they’re in the Columbus metro area but have sent multiple high profile players to both Ohio State (Sonny Styles, Jack Sawyer, Pat Elflein) and Michigan (Taco Charlton, Jake Butt). This one’s still in the shop, but serves more as a conversation starter on the player’s page than an actual concrete metric. 


This write-up here is to present a fourth, all-encompassing metric I’ve debuted on the website: the Portal Power Index (PPI). The PPI is meant to rank FBS schools in order of transfer portal upgrades. It rewards teams for gaining talented players through the portal, and penalizes them for losing talented players through the portal. 
It isn’t the only way to build a college football roster, but it’s quickly becoming the most effective way to. 
The Portal Power Index
There is now a new tab on Transferportl with the title “PPI”, short for the Portal Power Index. This is an attempt to rank each FBS program by transfer talent added, as stated above. It’s a simple formula that relies on composite talent scores from high school, as well as high school recruiting star status, but both of those numbers are superseded by proven on-field production during college. It’s based in the same idea as the NIL valuations, except I’m grading on a team scale with these rankings instead of an individual player scale. 
Here’s a scrollable table ranking each FBS program using the PPI:

UCLA got a huge boost from Bob Chesney and his JMU players, and I honestly expected to see Texas Tech much higher than Texas A&M. The Aggies top the list because they both retained and added tons of talent. The top 20 are spread across the four strategies for roster building that I’ll get to in a second. This top 20 has some room for improvement as it leans slightly biased towards the ‘renovators’, but those are also the traditional elite programs who currently benefit from stability and selective portal moves.
The Four Ways of Roster Building
Five transfer portal windows have now come and gone, and teams have separated themselves into four separate groups of roster building. We’re going to use some real estate related terms to classify them. 
1. The Movers: A New Coach (And Team)
My personal favorite case and bread and butter. This is what I’ve harped on ad nauseum all summer, the new head coaches that bring their guys with them. Matt Campbell going from Iowa State to Penn State with 23 players this season, Curt Cignetti bringing 13 JMU Dukes with him back in 2024 to Indiana. Charles Huff bringing 19 players with him from Marshall to Southern Mississippi, then another 16 the following year from Hattiesburg to Memphis. The newest, and most unique roster building strategy that’s defining the new landscape of college football. 
Here are the movers to look out for next season:

We’ve covered these guys before when analyzing the transfer portal chain back in February here. You can see it in action here: Jason Candle takes the UConn job because Jim Mora took the Colorado State job, and Toledo hired Mike Jacobs to replace him. All of these transfers are reactions to head coaching decisions. And just how crazy it is that both Jimmy Rogers and Charles Huff are bringing their guys with them for the second time in two years to a new destination. 
This should come as a surprise to no one, but being a successful mover is entirely dependent on your head coaching abilities:

It’s a high risk, high reward situation. And this is less of a “let’s get our guy then we can focus on retention” type of a situation, and more of a commitment to this strategy being used multiple times over the next few seasons. Washington State went against the grain here by hiring Kirby Moore from Missouri after losing Jimmy Rogers and his players to Iowa State, but an unsuccessful mover direction forces schools to try again. 
2. The Renovators: Steady Programs that Poach
Ohio State, Georgia, Texas. Traditional blue bloods that would still rather recruit their own players, but aren’t afraid to dive into the transfer portal with deep booster wallets to round out a great roster and turn it into an elite roster. And they’re not exactly focused on player quantity lost. Oftentimes these teams lose twice as many players to transfers as they bring in, but they’re more focused on bringing in a short list of talent. 

Renovators are in a luxury position of receiving a never-ending flow of four and five star recruits that want to attend their school. They are the only class of team given the privilege of being proactive in their player search. It seems to be working out well for most of them, except maybe North Carolina. 
3. The Flippers: Short-Term Focused Rosters
The most radical approach, defined by a full-scale awareness of a school’s position in the greater college football market. Both players and coaches are only here for a season or two. This has always been the case with successful coaches, but these teams have increased transfer activity to match the new landscape too. 
Perhaps the most dramatic team out of all flippers is North Texas, who lost head coach Eric Morris and their prolific offensive players like QB Drew Mestemaker and RB Caleb Hawkins to Oklahoma State. They’ve replaced Morris with Neal Brown, and they’ve chosen to patch their roster holes with almost nothing but transfers. Maybe Morris didn’t pound the recruiting trail because he was looking elsewhere? Or this is a deliberate roster decision based on their market position. 
4. The Homesteaders: Diamond Hands
These are the teams that are retention and recruiting focused, and have scoffed at the new ways to build a college football roster. 
Only time will tell if a homesteader is a program that just hasn’t embraced the new landscape yet, or one that believes they’re outlasting it through astute decision making. We covered Northern Illinois’ downright denial of the transfer portal in the College Football Turf War write-up a few months back.
Here’s how each FBS program can be bucketed into these four groups:

The Outlier: Notre Dame
It’s fitting that the only blue blood independent FBS school in the nation operates a little differently than the rest of the nation. The Fighting Irish still heavily focus on recruiting like a homesteader, and they don’t make enough of a transfer splash to be classified as a renovator. They’re certainly not a mover, as Marcus Freeman is entering his fifth season as their head coach with no end in sight. And they’re not losing enough talent to be considered a flipper. The future is bright in South Bend, even with their 15 departures to other schools. 
The Multi Tasker: LSU
LSU is doing it all at the same time. They hired Lane Kiffin from Ole Miss and he brought 4 players with him. But they’ve brought in 37 other non-Ole Miss transfers to reinforce the roster that fell short during Brian Kelly’s tenure. They’ve taken on the role as a renovator by leveraging their position as a blue blood that had a down year, and they haven’t lost any ground on the recruiting trail in Louisiana. The implication is that they’ve landed one of the most prolific head coaches in college football, which has allowed them to take a down year on the chin and maintain roster building dominance when compared to other programs seen as longshots. Their window to win a college football championship never quite closes. 
Everyone wants to be a renovator, but only the big names get the privilege of running their rosters like boutique firms. One team that went against my expected grain this off-season was the University of Florida, as I expected Jon Sumrall to bring some Tulane players with him to Gainesville like he did when with Troy players when he took the Tulane job. Sumrall only brought two players with him from New Orleans, his kicker and his punter, Alec Clark and Patrick Durkin. He off-loaded his pipelines onto his coordinators slightly, as new offensive coordinator Buster Faulkner brought four Georgia Tech players with him. I will be keeping a close eye on this situation to see if it was an AAC to SEC talent jump issue, an abundance of resources available at the new destination, or a combination of both. 
Are the Four Groups Set in Stone?
Teams can travel across the different roster. building methods. Teams choose to be a mover or flipper, with the intention of becoming a renovator someday. Homesteaders are my most undefined group, as I mentioned that these teams may not be portal active yet. We’ll have to wait for a few more windows and see. But the ideal is the renovator class of teams, as evidenced by the big names belonging there. Indiana hiring Curt Cignetti was a mover bet, which has now turned into a true renovator. 
5 Transfer Portal Breakout Star Candidates
Here’s 5 players to watch for in this upcoming college football season, that I hope you haven’t heard of yet. I’m purposefully digging up deep cuts because that’s what I do here on The Spade. I’m not going to serve you an “I think Darian Mensah will be good next season” data point, because that’s boring. I’ve located 5 transfers entirely using Transferportl data that I believe will skyrocket their transfer stock and/or NFL draft stock through on-field performance. Here’s my list:
1. GianCarlo Rufo, LB, USC (transferred from Georgetown)
It’s no secret that I’m a huge fan of USC and how they run their program in the new era of college football. The Trojans only brought in 9 transfers this season, and I’m most excited to see the 6’2 linebacker from Georgetown presumably take a starting spot on defense. Rufo’s Georgetown highlights are sparse online, but he recorded 232 tackles and 6.5 sacks for the Hoyas in 3 seasons, and hails from the Hawaiian football powerhouse, Punahou High School. 
Does it make me crazy to say I’m predicting a triple digit tackle season in the Big Ten from a guy playing football in the Patriot League last season? Maybe, but that’s how I’m leaning.
2. Maxwell Roy, DT, UCLA (transferred from Ohio State)
We’re staying in Southern California for this next prediction, but focusing on Bob Chesney’s UCLA Bruins. UCLA brought in a whopping 41 transfers this season, as Chesney inherited a program in dire need of repair after a rocky 2025. Out of all their new players, I’m most excited to see defensive tackle Maxwell Roy from Philadelphia, PA compete for a starting spot. 
Roy, a Pennsylvania state champion wrestler, never really broke through at Ohio State due to their NFL pipeline logjam of a starting lineup. A fresh start under the elite defensive play caller in Chesney could be exactly what he needs to break through. JMU ranked 4th in the nation in total opponent offensive first downs, only eclipsed by Ohio State, Indiana, and Texas Tech’s brick walls. I’m expecting Roy to skyrocket in popularity by serving as a cornerstone defensive tackle for the new-look Bruins.
3. Caden Pinnick, QB, Washington State (transferred from UC Davis)
There’s both a new head coach and a new quarterback in Pullman this fall, as they prepare to debut in the newly resurrected Pac-12. Pinnick is a quarterback who can really air it out, and I’m making a bet that the air raid offense is part of Washington State’s identity now, transcendent of head coaching. Kirby Moore is now the head coach in Pullman at only 35 years old, with his last stint as offensive coordinator at Missouri. This prediction is a genuine shot in the dark, but I wanted to highlight a situation worth monitoring that you may have skipped otherwise. 
This article from last week in The Seattle Times isn’t too sure Pinnick will start next season. So in case this prediction doesn’t pan out, I’ll give you another transfer quarterback to watch. Auburn QB Byrum Brown followed his head coach, Alex Golesh from USF, where saying they lit the world on fire with their offense would be an understatement. I’m very excited to see Golesh’s mad-Russian play calling brought to the SEC with his star quarterback there, too. Golesh’s USF Bulls ranked 3rd in the nation in offensive yards per game last season. 
4. Adam Trick, DE, Texas Tech (transferred from Miami Ohio)
Jacob Rodriguez has left Lubbock for the NFL, but I’m still expecting a strong defensive showing next season from Texas Tech, who spent the off-season reinforcing their defense with 12 transfers. They actually went and grabbed both first team MAC all-conference edge rushers, Jamond Mathis from Kent State and Adam Trick from Miami (OH). Trick is a big and quick defensive lineman who disrupted MAC pockets throughout the 2025 season. 
5. Sutton Smith, RB, Arkansas (transferred from Memphis)
Ryan Silverfield’s Memphis offense was a joy to behold last season, and he’s taken charge of the Arkansas Razorbacks with 41 new transfers ready to transform the team, including 7 former Memphis Tigers. I’m most excited to see how electric running back and kick returner Sutton Smith transitions into the SEC. 
Smith averaged 6.6 yards per carry last season in Memphis, and made the first team all-conference in the AAC last season for his kick returning. His role as an X factor for Silverfield should translate nicely next season. 


That’s all I have for today, thanks everyone. Be on the lookout for a comprehensive update to Transferportl and all of the new functionality I’ve given the site. Talk soon - RC

  Read full article: https://thespade.substack.com/p/the-four-ways-to-build-a-college
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  All around the world, women care a lot more about their partners having money and high status than men do. There are good evolutionary reasons for this. Throughout the history of our species, males have more often had to materially provide for their partners, since women have been preoccupied with pregnancy and child rearing. This evolutionary insight is confirmed by looking at survey data and actual behavior in the real world. 
Despite this clear and straightforward fact, I’ve rarely seen anyone make an obvious argument that seems to follow from it: men should get preferences in jobs, and probably other things that involve material status like inheritance.
This is because a dollar is worth a lot more to a man than a woman, in the same way that it matters more to a poor person than a rich person. The latter fact is used to justify economic redistribution, and the logic seems equally sound when comparing the sexes. 
When it comes to buying goods in a store, a dollar is equally valuable in the pocket of an individual of either sex. But it does more to contribute to a man’s social position and future prospects of starting a family.
There’s even evidence that couples are least stable when the woman earns more than the man. A Swedish study of lottery winners showed that men who won were more likely to get married and have children, while married women who won got divorced at nearly double the baseline rate. This means that if you are choosing between a male and female employee, giving the man the job is more likely to create a family, while giving the woman the job might destroy one. 
Usually, arguments that rely on the idea of job competition rest on economic illiteracy. You should never restrict immigration, free trade, or the deployment of new technologies on the grounds of labor competition, although you may have other reasons for taking these positions. Destroying jobs is how progress happens. Labor competition can drive wages down and even put people out of work in the short run, but there is no other way to improve living standards. We’re all better off when we think about how to make society more productive rather than see jobs as scarce goods that we need to distribute fairly. 
But here, there are potentially positive sum outcomes to society giving jobs to males over females. Doing so can lead to more sexual attraction in the world, more coupling, and more families. In theory, it is basically the equivalent of waving a magic wand and making all women more physically attractive to the opposite sex, but doing it for men instead, who are judged less based on looks and more on relative wealth and status. 
Here, you might be saying that mate preferences will change to account for new technological developments. That always happens to some extent, but one of the key lessons of evolutionary psychology is that people in modern societies continue to operate using behavioral modules that are no longer adaptive.
For example, men like big breasts. The evolutionary reason for this is that boobs indicate sexual maturity, fertility, and necessary energy reserves. Someone may be tempted to argue that, these days, everyone has sufficient calories and baby formula has already been invented, so men should stop prioritizing breast size. But attraction doesn’t work like that. Even if the object of attraction is no longer as good a signal for reproductive success, women are still rational to get breast implants. 
Likewise, female preferences can’t just “get with the times” because we’ve achieved greater sexual equality in the economic realm. Women’s attraction to those with more resources and status than themselves is as hardwired as men’s attraction to breasts. When a male earns more money than a woman and has a more desirable job, she is more likely to want to partner with him. It does little good to tell her “Stop caring so much about money! That’s just caveman values talking. Today, you don’t actually need a man to support you.” We don’t choose what we’re attracted to. Instead of adjusting their desires to take into account modern conditions, a lot of people will simply end up not partnering up. 
It seems that a lot of right-wing economic populism, of the type represented by groups like American Compass and politicians like JD Vance, is about trying to create a world where men have higher status than women, with the implicit assumption that this will lead to more family formation. Hence, they prefer an economy that creates more manufacturing jobs, where men tend to have an advantage, over one with more service jobs, where women do relatively better. The problem here is that government central planning is difficult enough to do when you are directly shooting for a particular outcome. Trying to remake the economy as you’re hiding your ultimate motivations from others and not explicitly pursuing your real goal – in this case increasing relative male status – is even less likely to succeed. This is why right-wing economic populism simply makes everyone poorer without doing anything for family formation. 

In his 2022 Senate campaign, Blake Masters would show how based he was by talking about how it should be possible to support a family on a single salary, while usually not specifying which sex would be the one working. This argument made no sense. Objectively, you can definitely live a 1950s lifestyle on one salary today without much problem. But most women are not going to marry you if that’s all you can provide. I’m often extremely hard on right-wing economic populists despite agreeing with some of their social goals because I think that by refusing to be honest about what they want, they talk themselves into dumb economic views and end up building ideological constructions based on their trying to avoid saying what is actually bothering them. 
So does this mean that we should just directly advocate for male preferences in hiring, whether through government or the private sector? Well, to start, we can say that women caring more about a partner’s income is another good reason to get rid of affirmative action and anti-discrimination laws meant to help women. I’m of the belief that such programs shouldn’t exist anyway because the market punishes irrational discrimination, and even if it doesn’t, freedom of association matters. If government policies to help women are also bad for family formation because they raise the status of females relative to males, that is just another reason they shouldn’t exist.
At the very least, we can say job preferences in favor of men are much easier to rationally justify than discrimination going in the other direction. Here, we can add that men who face financial difficulties in life are more likely to abuse drugs, suffer depression, and commit suicide, so even if we didn’t care about marriage and babies, there are other reasons to make policy with the idea that jobs matter more to men in mind.
All that said, I don’t think male job preferences can work in terms of helping family formation. There’s a Catch-22 quality to the debate. Men become more attractive if they are higher status than women. But what does it do to a man’s status when he argues for special preferences from society on the grounds that he needs them in order to attract a partner? We can call this the male status paradox. Men need higher status than women to have reproductive success, but a man arguing that case loses status. 
Whenever I see men talking about how they need to be protected in the labor market from competition or they want society to do something for them, I am overwhelmed by disgust. I can just imagine how women feel, given that they have been evolutionarily constructed to be repulsed by losers. This is why “men’s rights” has a stench to it and is a lot less politically powerful than feminism. 
It also explains why women, particularly those who are successful or highly educated, react so negatively to the traditionalist and populist right. They understand that the ultimate goal of such movements is to reduce their status, as can be seen in the outraged reaction to Vance’s “childless cat ladies” remark. Right-wing populists, in addition to taking standard conservative views on social issues, tend to glorify things that men are better at than women, like toughness and physical labor. If a trad movement took power in a Western country with the goal of raising relative male status, the situation would end up like Iran, where you would win over some of the lower classes but get massive resistance among the more educated segments of the public, particularly women. Any gain in increasing mutual attraction by using government to artificially boost male status would probably be more than cancelled out by women resenting the way that they are being treated. 
And here is perhaps the genius of religion, and why faith traditions that call for male leadership in public life have proved so adaptive. Religion creates patriarchy without men directly having to argue for it. “Look, honey, I’d love for you to have equal rights and responsibilities, but it’s just not in God’s plan. It’s right there in the Bible. So what are you going to do?” Religions give men higher status, thus making them more attractive partners, without the ick-inducing sight of men saying that they need to keep women down in order to have a chance of finding a mate. This doesn’t require that everyone in a community even believe in God. Rather, it’s enough that people believe that others do, which creates communal norms that everyone feels obliged to follow.
Even without religion, an economy favoring male skills in the labor force gives us the same effect. When hard manual labor is the best way to earn a living for most people – which has been true throughout most of history – men will have a lot more money than women, and we don’t even need evolutionary theory to explain why women will be more inclined to be housewives, since material incentives alone will make such a life more attractive. But the way heterosexual attraction works likely compounds the effect. The problem with the American Compass types is that they have convinced themselves that you can just have government decide to rearrange the economy to engineer higher male status without making everyone much poorer, which would not be sustainable as a policy orientation. 
To the extent that we can get rid of female status-enhancing aspects of the economy that make society worse off in the aggregate – like anti-discrimination laws – we should definitely do that. And maybe we should in fact sacrifice some economic growth for more family formation, but we need to be honest about what we’re doing. A movement that emphasizes crank economic ideas as a mask for social goals is going to draw in true believing cranks, and end up pushing for policies that are unlikely to help anyone. 
In the last three quarters of a century, we’ve seen four general trends that have reduced male status relative to female status: the decline in religion, the decline in the value of physical labor relative to social skills and intellectual labor, birth control making pregnancy optional, and government programs and initiatives to benefit women. It is thus unsurprising that coupling and birth rates are falling everywhere, with the partial exception of communities that remain strongly centered around a religious tradition, despite living standards improving for nearly everyone.
Maybe the outcome isn’t so bad? Why do we need low status men to form families anyway? There are good reasons to worry about population decline, but if the declines are coming disproportionately among the less productive members of society, one can argue that this is at least a silver lining. And indeed, there’s today a positive relationship between income and fertility among men. Perhaps we should focus on pro-natalism directed at the upper class – where the wealthiest men still outearn practically all women – since the sexes have achieved more relative equality at the left end of the socioeconomic spectrum, meaning that many low status men don’t have much hope of starting families no matter what we do. 
Pro-natalism has two components: encouraging coupling, and then the decision to have children. High-status men still get married at relatively high rates, so with them it is mostly a matter of convincing them and their wives that having kids is something worth doing. But there may be hard limits to what society can do for those who are unable to attract a mate in the first place. 

  Read full article: https://www.richardhanania.com/p/sexual-freedom-and-the-male-status
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It’s just past 4 a.m. here on the East Coast, and as I write this, Abdul El-Sayed leads Haley Stevens by only 1.4 points in the Democratic primary for U.S. Senate with 95+ percent of the vote counted in Michigan. The margin is narrow, but when there aren’t a lot of votes left, will be hard for Stevens to make up. El-Sayed has been declared the winner by NBC News, and is considered the almost certain victor by prediction markets, but other news outlets haven’t called the race yet. I’ve never been much of an election night modeling guy — my whole thing is pre-election forecasts — so I’m not going to offer an opinion about whether NBC and the prediction markets got ahead of themselves. Most of you will probably read this in the morning, and the results may be clearer by then, but the points I’ll make in this newsletter aren’t particularly contingent on the exact final result. 
However, this is one of those cases where the headline doesn’t tell the whole story. A 1- or 2-point win for El-Sayed would be much narrower than the results predicted by polls; the last seven surveys of the race as tracked by the New York Times had El-Sayed up by margins ranging between 10 and 19 points. I will note that an earlier Glengariff Group poll had Stevens ahead by 7, which is actually likely to end up closer to the end result than most of the other surveys, though it was pretty far off, too.
I’ve been putting the finishing touches on our midterms model, and that’s been going well; it should launch (early) next week. But I wrote some notes to myself while following Michigan in the background over the course of the evening. Considering the hour, I’m mostly just going to reproduce those with some uncharacteristic brevity.
11 quick thoughts on the Michigan result
	We should start by acknowledging that an El-Sayed win by any margin is a significant accomplishment. It’s not exactly surprising, given the success of more progressive candidates elsewhere and that he’s been ahead in the polls for a couple of months now. But this is a guy whose only previous attempt at elected office resulted in a 22-point loss to Gretchen Whitmer in the 2018 Michigan gubernatorial primary. Michigan, where I’m from, isn’t New York City or some super liberal district in Colorado. This is a big W for progressives in a purple state.

	With that said, I think AES and some of his supporters are guilty of managing expectations very poorly. Some of the polls I mentioned were from firms affiliated with El-Sayed’s campaign. I don’t understand the utility of publishing internal polls showing yourself ahead by double digits — personally, if I ran a campaign, I’d make it a strict policy to never release internal polls, which are often highly misleading. And if you’re going to do that, you probably ought to come closer than within ~10 points of the actual result. El-Sayed has also predicted a big win for himself against Mike Rogers, who won the Republican nomination uncontested tonight, but who is a relatively moderate Republican for the Trump Era. As someone who can be a little trollish himself, and is sometimes accused of being cocky, I’ve kind of vibed with AES’s confidence on some level, but I’m also not running for office and would be a terrible candidate if I did.1

	In presidential primaries, results relative to “expectations” matter a great deal. Indeed, you can literally even model this, as we did in 2020. If AES had been going against Stevens in the New Hampshire primary, and had been favored by 13 points in polls but won by 1 or 2 instead, his chances of eventually becoming the Democratic nominee would probably have declined tonight, because the 1 extra delegate he won or whatever would be outweighed by the perceived loss of momentum and the message that donors, the media, etc. took from that. Primaries for Congress don’t work that way: there’s no runoff in this race, no second chance for Stevens next week. Still, this race has big implications for how Democrats will navigate the political landscape going forward, including specifically in 2028. I’ve generally been bullish about the left’s chances in 2028. But the way this went down won’t provide the morale boost that a bigger win might have.

	Instead, a very narrow AES win is in the sweet spot of the “second-guessing zone” for the Democratic establishment. Instead of accepting that they have a lot of problems, they’re going to ask what they might have done differently. Mallory McMorrow actually got 4 percent of the vote despite dropping out (so El-Sayed isn’t likely to hit 50 percent). What if she had endorsed Stevens? Or what if she had been the nominee? With some very notable exceptions such as Michigan Gov. Gretchen Whitmer, a lot of the Democratic establishment, including Michigan incumbent Sen. Elissa Slotkin, stayed on the sidelines in the race.2 I don’t necessarily know that their endorsements would have helped Stevens, especially since a lot of El-Sayed’s rhetoric was about how the Democratic establishment, AIPAC and wealthy donors had been putting a heavy finger on the scale.3 But the establishment might regard this as a game in which they took the starters out at halftime, and almost won anyway, rather than one they were destined to lose the whole time.

	It’s clear that progressives are rising in the Democratic Party overall. But it’s also clear that there’s a fair amount of race-by-race variance. Just tonight, in Missouri’s 1st congressional district, former Squad member Cori Bush lost to a moderate Democrat by 22 points in a comeback bid, while one of the most moderate Democrats in the House, Marie Gluesenkamp Perez, easily advanced to the general election in Washington’s 3rd district. Roy Cooper is the Democratic nominee in North Carolina, and that hasn’t been particularly contentious. The media likes simple narratives, and “progressives rising” is by no means wrong, but nobody should be bending the knee at this point.

	With that said, there’s a fair amount of cope in establishment circles too. Stevens loses? Well, a lot of establishment types will just assert that she was a bad candidate. Andrew Cuomo? Bad candidate. Janet Mills? Bad candidate. These things are rarely so obvious in advance, though. Stevens won election to the House four times in a suburban Detroit district with perfectly normal margins, for instance.

	Prediction markets have an increasing tendency toward overconfidence. In my chat with Eli on Sunday, I said explicitly that giving Stevens only a ~2 or 3 percent chance was too low, given that polls in Congressional primaries are often wildly off. Historically, in gambling-adjacent activities, there’s a bias toward longshots. But I think that may have flipped in the other direction given all the attention given to prediction markets and that people tend to treat them as oracular when they shouldn’t, perhaps producing some self-reinforcing feedback loops.

	Just to put a finer point on this, the average error in polls in presidential primaries since 2000 is around 9 points of vote margin (!), more than twice President Trump’s (in)famous polling outperformance in 2016. And polling error tends to increase the further you go down the ballot. So if it’s 9 points in a presidential primary, it might be who-knows-what in a congressional primary, but we’re probably looking at something in the double digits.4 Many people, including traders at prediction markets, tend to be much too crude in the heuristics they apply toward polling error, failing to recognize that polling is relatively accurate in some types of races but routinely quite inaccurate in others and that much of this is predictable.

	Further, the whole trajectory of polling in this race was weird. At one point, the McMorrow campaign successfully pressured a small news outlet into quashing a poll that showed them way behind. At another point, El-Sayed falsely accused a different pollster that had Stevens narrowly ahead of having been funded by AIPAC. Many of the pollsters in this race have mediocre pollster ratings, aren’t rated at all because they’re new, or aren’t used by Silver Bulletin because they don’t meet our standards for professional polling firms. There can sometimes be cases of the blind leading the blind in polling, producing a lot of herding toward a sometimes very wrong consensus. The constant, frankly often very amateurish “discourse” about polling on Twitter and elsewhere on social media doesn’t help matters either. There are fewer and fewer pollsters I trust to do their own thing, instead of being influenced by “the narrative”.

	With that said, Congressional primaries are hard to poll, and Michigan is a particularly hard state to poll for various reasons. Among them: a) Stevens’s best groups were probably rural white voters and working-class Black voters, two groups that are notoriously hard to reach in surveys; b) AES was counting on big turnout from younger voters, but they often don’t turn out in big numbers in primaries; c) I think it’s pretty clear that AES had the more enthusiastic supporters, but this is a mixed indicator because of non-response bias: more enthusiastic voters might be more likely to vote, but may also be proportionately even more likely to participate in surveys when what you might call “Shy Stevens” voters don’t; d) Michigan has a reasonably large Arab-American population, but not large enough to yield a reliable crosstab in (say) a 600-person survey, so instead Arab-Americans routinely fall between the cracks in opinion research.

	Tonight is probably bearish for Democrats in the general election, but I wouldn’t overstate that. I’ve always thought people are too eager to derive implications about general election strength from primary results. Part of the reason that Democratic voters are moving to the left is that moderate voters are leaving the party, and AES will need to win them in the general election. If you’re a Silver Bulletin reader who happens to be a Democrat, one positive would be if El-Sayed takes tonight’s results as a signal that he needs to be more conciliatory between now and November.


Thanks for reading, and look for the model next week.
1Other than by being an eager consumer of greasy local foodstuffs.


2Although maybe that’s one reason AES published those highly inaccurate internal polls: they might have bluffed some potential Stevens endorsers into staying on the sidelines. To a first approximation, you’ll be a better consumer of political news if you ignore internal polls.


3If El-Sayed had won big tonight, my planned “take” was going to be about whether the Whitmer endorsement had backfired.


4Polling averages, as opposed to individual polls, are associated with lower error, but that advantage diminishes if there’s a lot of herding and everybody is saying the same thing. See the next bullet point.



  Read full article: https://www.natesilver.net/p/what-to-make-of-michigan
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  On May 19, 2026, Hunter Biden reactivated a long-dormant account on X and posted, “I’m Hunter Biden. You’ve never actually heard from me.” By mid-July, he’d posted more than 1,343 times, averaging 23 posts a day. He sat for a two-hour interview with right-wing podcaster Candace Owens, released on May 21. On July 24, the YouTuber Andrew Callaghan released a nearly two-hour conversation between Biden and Nick Fuentes, the far-right activist who leads an online movement called the Groyper Army, on his channel Channel 5. The video surpassed three million views within a few days.

Writers at several outlets have described the former president’s son as a cultural icon, and others have argued with the description. His audience responds to something other than admiration for him. Most of the people watching stopped trusting American institutions years ago, and Biden keeps telling them they were right to stop.


I’m fighting to document stories like this before they get dismissed or erased entirely, and I need your help!
With no corporate backing or wealthy sponsors, this work depends entirely on readers like you.
If everyone reading this became a paid subscriber, I could investigate these warning signs full-time, but right now less than 5% of my followers are paid subscribers.
If you believe in journalism that tracks the canaries leaving our coal mine when others look away, please consider a paid subscription today!


Interviews With His Critics
Conservative media spent most of a decade building Hunter Biden into the symbol of Democratic corruption. Republican investigators examined his seat on the board of the Ukrainian energy company Burisma and the contents of a laptop that surfaced weeks before the 2020 election, and they never established that his father took a bribe. A jury convicted him in June 2024 on three federal gun felonies for lying about his drug use on a firearm purchase form, and he pleaded guilty that September to tax charges covering roughly $1.4 million. In December 2024, his father pardoned him for any federal offense committed over the previous decade, before either case reached sentencing.

The notoriety that conservative media manufactured is the asset he now spends. Owens once called for his imprisonment, and in her Nashville studio she apologized to him for years of mockery. Callaghan filmed the Fuentes conversation on a set dressed to look like a rundown motel room, a reference to Biden’s account of smoking crack in a Super 8 off Interstate 95 in Connecticut. He told NPR’s Scott Simon in July that he wanted to walk into the “lions’ den,” and he told another interviewer that nobody cares what anyone says on CNN.
Fans Who Started as a Joke
The audience for this arrived well before he did. In August 2022, NBC News reporter Kat Tenbarge documented a set of Instagram accounts that had turned Biden into a mascot through what their creators called irony-posting, a style of meme-making built on layers of satire. One creator, who ran an account called “neoliberalhell,” said that mocking a political system incapable of real change was a way to cope. Dan Lowe, a New Yorker who ran another of the accounts, explained the appeal. “He was given every opportunity and he still ended up a degenerate,” Lowe said.

In October 2023, New York Times reporter Joseph Bernstein described the same phenomenon under the headline “Hunter Biden, Ironic Icon.” A meme account called Thursday Lines sold $35 shirts promoting a mock Hunter Biden 2024 campaign, and the hosts of the leftist podcast Chapo Trap House treated him with ironic delight. None of this indicated popularity. An Economist/YouGov poll that August found that two out of three Americans held an unfavorable view of him, eleven points worse than his father in the same poll.
Who Gets Forgiven for Addiction
Owens explained on her podcast what changed her mind about Biden. She had never considered that he was a crack user, she said, and she found that “actually a very relatable thing.” Biden described how crack is made from powder cocaine, and the interview drew comments praising Owens for humanizing addiction.
Americans have not extended that sympathy evenly. On October 27, 1986, President Ronald Reagan signed the Anti-Drug Abuse Act, which members of Congress wrote after the death of University of Maryland basketball player Len Bias. The law set a 100-to-1 ratio between the two forms of the same drug, so that selling five grams of crack triggered the same five-year mandatory minimum sentence as selling 500 grams of powder cocaine. In 1986, Black defendants received federal drug sentences that averaged 11 percent longer than the sentences white defendants received. Four years later, that gap reached 49 percent. The United States Sentencing Commission found in 2009 that 79 percent of people convicted of federal crack offenses were Black. Congress cut the ratio to 18-to-1 in the Fair Sentencing Act of 2010 and made the cut retroactive through the First Step Act of 2018.

Hunter Biden described his crack use to millions of listeners and gained an audience for it. The federal charge tied to his drug use was eliminated by his father's pardon. In June 2026, the Supreme Court narrowed the gun statute that produced his conviction, ruling that prosecutors could not apply it to a Texas man who smoked marijuana.
Distrust of Institutions
Biden found his audience in a media economy that runs on suspicion of authority. In 2024, 21 percent of Americans got news from social media, and 37 percent of adults under 30 said they regularly got news from influencers, according to Pew Research Center. Callaghan’s channel has a following of more than three million who trust almost nothing out of Washington. He told Owens that Democratic elites in Washington destroyed his father, who “was never part of the Epstein class,” and he wrote on X that Americans across party lines want the same things and are divided on purpose by an oligarch class profiting from the fight.

Salon writer Sophia Tesfaye called this “conspiratorial thinking repackaged as populist truth-telling,” and noted that Joe Biden spent half a century at the center of Democratic power. MS NOW writer Zeeshan Aleem argued that the claim of no real difference between the parties is simply false. Neither critique has slowed Biden down, because his audience is not evaluating his political analysis. Congress investigated him, the Justice Department prosecuted him, and the press covered every stage of it, and he now says the whole production was theater.
Limits of His Comeback
Biden remains an unusual public figure. Most Americans dislike him. He has not produced any body of work that his fans admire, and his paintings that once sold for six figures have largely stopped selling. By his account in court filings, he has only sold one painting, for $36,000, since December 2023. He also conceded to NPR that he got the Burisma job because of his father’s position, which is the substance of the corruption charge against him.
The Fuentes interview showed the cost of his strategy. Fuentes described Jewish people with dehumanizing slurs during the conversation, and Biden told him the language delegitimized everything he had to say. Tesfaye argued that the appearance served to launder Fuentes's image, and that Fuentes needed the platform far more than Biden needed the audience. Biden’s answer, that stopping President Donald Trump matters more than any disagreement with the people who oppose him, is the argument that gets extremists back into general circulation.

Hunter Biden has become a cultural icon in quite a narrow and specific sense. Audiences who’ve lost faith in the institutions that spent years crucifying him have made him a figure of populist and alternative media, and his appeal lies in that loss of faith rather than in anything he has accomplished.
🚨🚨🚨WAIT🚨🚨🚨
Before you go, help preserve this history of atrocities committed against People of Color!
If you believe that confronting the truth of our past is essential to any claim this country makes toward justice, then I ask for your support.
So many of you have subscribed to this newsletter.
But less than 5% of you are paid supporters.
That makes it hard to keep this going, especially when platforms like TikTok and Instagram are so unstable. I’ve had videos removed, been mass-reported by trolls, and constantly worry about getting shadowbanned or banned completely.
This newsletter is one of the only spaces where I can share these stories without censorship. But I need help to grow it.
	📖 If just 5% of you became paid subscribers, I could continue bringing on professors, historians, and other experts to unpack these issues in even deeper ways.

	🧠 If 10% signed up, I could quit everything else and go full-time — publishing multiple articles a day, covering the latest news, and connecting it to the hidden histories they don’t teach in school.

	🌎 And if 20% of you subscribed, I could turn this into a platform that lifts up other truth-tellers. Young writers, educators, and creators who are brilliant but have nowhere to share their voices. Especially those from marginalized communities who get ignored by traditional media.


I’m going to be direct: You might think someone else will step up to contribute to this page, but that’s exactly what everyone else is thinking too. This only works if each one of us contributes what we can, which is just the cost of a coffee each month.

If you’re having trouble upgrading your subscription with the above link, visit historycanthide.substack.com/subscribe
Addition: Some of you preferred a one-time donation over a full subscription. To do that you can “tip” me on Venmo (TheGenZHistorian), PayPal (@kahlilgreene2), or Cashapp ($kahlilgreene00).
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I’ve done my best to avoid suffering, and I am more fortunate than some that my life circumstances have made it mostly possible to do so. Nevertheless, I only need to look around my west Provo neighborhood or listen to what is said in testimony meeting to see it. Some people suffer horribly, whether from war, poverty, and famine, from loneliness or disease, from betrayal by someone beloved or the death of a person close to them—any of a hundred things. None of us has escaped suffering; some have endured it intensely. What have we done with it? What ought we to do with suffering?
It is no surprise that, in the midst of suffering, we ask “Why?” As the book of Job attests, that question is hardly new.1 It seems to be a natural response even for unbelievers. But we no longer think about the question in the same way we once did. For about 1600 years, Christian thinkers didn’t ask the philosophical/theological question about the origin of evil and suffering. They knew the answers: they are a consequence of sin, a test of our faithfulness, a mystery to be answered hereafter. Augustine, Aquinas, and others said things about the causes of suffering, but the general view was that suffering has a divine purpose, whether or not God’s purpose can be understood.
For the most part, the question of how to square the character of God with human suffering rarely arose for early Christian thinkers. Evil, the cause of suffering, was generally understood to be the consequence of the unavoidable imperfection of the material world and human fallenness. Evil was not something in itself, but the absence of good, they said, and only God is perfectly good. For medieval thinkers, how to respond to the imperfections of the created world, including sin, was an important question, but what causes suffering was less so.
Beginning in the seventeenth century, theologians and philosophers formulated the question about suffering differently: How could a fully good, all-knowing, and all-powerful God allow it? On one side of the discussion were those such as G. W. F. Leibniz, who invented the term “theodicy” to describe the rational attempt to reconcile evil and suffering with the omniscient and omnipotent God of Christianity. Leibniz’s answer? The world humans inhabit is the best of all possible combinations of good and evil; “the best of all possible worlds.”2 Any less evil would create a less optimal world. Voltaire’s satire Candide is probably the most common response: In the face of real suffering, the response “all is for the best” is absurd; no empathetic person can take it seriously.

On the other side were those such as David Hume, who argued that the omniscience, omnipotence, and omnibenevolence ascribed to God are logically incompatible with the existence of evil and suffering, so we should be skeptical of the existence of such a God. Religious thinkers have responded to Hume’s position in a variety of ways, but I know of none that has been entirely successful. Perhaps that is why his configuration of the problem has been central to many arguments about religion during the last three hundred years. Perhaps that is why thinking about the problem in Hume’s terms has generated faith crises for so many and, sometimes, a shift toward atheism.
Unlike many philosophical and theological conundrums, the question of suffering is rarely a merely intellectual exercise. It is often quite personal, especially for believers who find the contradictions inherent in God’s infinite goodness, knowledge, and power, on the one hand, and human suffering on the other, impossible to reconcile.
But Joseph Smith’s teachings give a different way of thinking about theodicy by portraying God as an embodied being among other co-eternal beings, a being who makes covenant with his children in order to bring them to be part of his family.3 Smith’s teachings imply that, though God is omnipotent, omniscient, and omnipresent, in Smith’s teachings, none of those terms mean exactly the same as they do for the rest of the Christian theological tradition.
Since B. H. Roberts,4 a number of Latter-day Saint thinkers have argued that Smith’s teachings seem to remove the logical incompatibility to which Hume pointed by making it impossible for God to prevent all suffering. That changes the field of discussion considerably. But even with that new vision of God’s character, Smith’s teachings do not resolve the question of suffering’s origin (“agency” is an answer hiding a mystery, for example). Nor do they explain why some suffer so much more than others (it cannot be merely a matter of what they need or deserve). As Voltaire argues, any answer to the question of suffering must go beyond saying, “In the long run, you will see that this was good for you.” For that answer implicitly says, “In the long run, you will see that, all things considered, you didn’t really suffer.”
Any answer to the question of suffering must acknowledge suffering’s reality and so, also, evil’s actuality. It must acknowledge “that some people are too beaten down to be able to decide for themselves how they will respond to their own pain, that some situations are not brightened by optimistic encouragement, and that some pain destroys without redeeming.”5 Even given Smith’s teachings, it appears that no theological answer so far can do that; no answer can acknowledge the reality of evil and the suffering it causes rather than merely find a way, supposedly, to accommodate them to God’s plans and purposes.

But what if the question of suffering’s origin and purpose is a distraction from the real question? Presumably taking his cue from the book of Job, I recall Charles Randall Paul once asking, “Is it possible that the very act of formulating the problem of theodicy is, from a religious point of view, a problem—not a philosophical problem, but a faith problem?” Writers of scripture certainly ignored the question. Indeed, the book of Job makes a point of ignoring it; Job’s friends, who insist that they have the answer, are condemned for their impertinence. Why do we feel the need to take up the problem of explaining evil when, for several thousand years, other believers did not? Is it a distraction from what we really ought to be about? I think so.
The danger of being distracted by the problem of evil and suffering is implicit in the endeavor itself. We see this in the answer that, in the long run, a person’s suffering will turn out to have been good for them. Similarly, being able to satisfactorily answer the problem as posed by Hume would ultimately mean erasing suffering rationally. That may seem strange to say, but consider: Implicitly, each attempt to rationally answer the question “Why?” is an attempt to show how the existence of evil can be reconciled with God’s existence and our own. It is an attempt to integrate the existence of evil with the existence of all that is, creating a rational whole of them by making sense of their coexistence.
But it is evil to make sense of evil. Evil and suffering do not make sense. Their existence cannot be reconciled with what is good. It is evil to make a place in the world for them, to explain them, to tame them, to no longer be horrified by them.
To be sure, Hannah Arendt is right when she argues that most evil is banal, rather than like the obviously horrific monsters of film.6 That does not mean we should be less horrified by it; we must not overlook the genuine suffering caused by evil in banal guises, such as self-preservation or hidebound obedience, even when that suffering is not the Holocaust. We cannot absolve ourselves of dealing with ordinary daily suffering by strategically immersing ourselves in our horror at the monumentally tragic.
We should not allow ourselves to be distracted from our response to suffering by trying to make sense of evil and suffering philosophically and theologically. If they make sense, even a perverted sense, then they have a place in the grand scheme of things. Evil and suffering are a disruption of the proper order of things, so they cannot be made part of that order. If reason allows us to find a place for them, then they become part of the proper order and no longer its irrational disruption. When we understand them that way, we cease or at least attenuate our struggle against them, for we have found their proper place.
As a result, while supposedly trying to solve the problem of evil and suffering, reason can take us on a detour away from the question of how to imitate the love of God. The proper question for us is “How do I respond to suffering?” rather than “Why is there suffering?” Premodern thinkers assumed that they knew why we suffer and focused on how to respond to that suffering. Modern thinkers began by acknowledging that they didn’t know why we suffer and focused on how to resolve that ignorance. Joseph Smith’s teachings suggest that ultimately we do not know why there is evil, though we know it produces suffering. But if the question about the origin of evil and suffering has no answer, then his teaching should return us to the question of how we respond to them.

Charles Randall Paul was right; the real problem is a faith problem rather than a rational one. The faith needed is not trust that, in the end, all our suffering will have been for some unknown but foreordained good. Instead, faith in God is a trust that, in spite of our suffering, he can bring us (and anyone else who desires to do so) to live with him. Trying to tame suffering by making it something explicable tempts us to forget that God himself lives in a world where there is suffering. Suffering and evil disrupt the good, but he responds by repairing the breaks they create.7 Our response should be the same—action rather than explanation. If we take the detour away from “How should I respond?” toward “Why has this happened?” we move away from the demand to trust that the imitation of Jesus will bring us together in a community of transformed individuals, overcoming suffering not by making it no longer possible, but by bringing together those who will repair and no longer cause suffering.
To encounter suffering is to be called to do good without regard to the origin of suffering. As Christian theologians such as Dietrich Bonhoeffer and Jürgen Moltmann emphasized in the twentieth century, the trust of all Christians is that by responding to suffering in love, in imitation of Jesus, we can be recreated by the Father, made into new beings. The God of scripture, in both the Hebrew Bible and the New Testament, is a being who suffers with us, weak and vulnerable even when he has all the power there is. The human and then resurrected Jesus is the same God we see in all of scripture. Unlike the god of the philosophers, he is not a god who refuses to answer our cries, a god who, because he has a pure theoretical view of the perfect essences, has the answers to our theological conundrums but remains silent. Too often, however, when we think of God and our suffering, we do so in philosophical rather than scriptural terms. We forget that our God is who he is because he cares8—though, as Sam Brown reminds us, “It hurts to love us.”
Given Joseph Smith’s revelations about the nature of God, persons, and the all-that-is, it seems likely that suffering and evil are inescapably aspects of all-that-is. There is no being without the possibility of suffering. Famously for Latter-day Saints, God himself suffers, and not only during his life on earth (Moses 7:28). Yet, even if suffering is inescapable and ultimately inexplicable, trusting in God means trusting that he has the power and ability to save us from sin and the resulting physical and spiritual death, whatever our suffering. God has the power to transform us into something new, to do everything he has said he will do (Alma 12:15). That means recognizing that there has been and will be evil and suffering and that we have been called to work with God by responding to them with love to repair this world and create a new world, called Zion—perhaps not a community of eternal bliss but certainly a community of love.
James Faulconer is a retired professor of philosophy and senior researcher at the Maxwell Institute at Brigham Young University. His area of specialty in philosophy is 20th- and 21st-century European philosophy. His most recent work has been in Latter-day Saint theologies.
Art by Deborah R. Morris.
This essay appeared in Wayfare issue 6.
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This is our monthly supplemental issue on Taiwan!
We believe that empathy and authoritarianism can’t mix – that when we tell deeply-reported human stories of people threatened by dictators, it compels people to act against injustice.
Want our human-interest stories to land directly in your inbox? 

OUR LEAD STORY:
TAIPEI, Taiwan – When a baby smiles with doe-like sparkling eyes, makes babbling sound, or giggles, most parents melt.
Dr. Wu En-Tsz, an obstetrician-gynecologist working in Taipei, has seen countless adorable babies. When she sees the first ultrasound image of a new life, she feels delighted.
As much affection as she has toward newborns, she doesn’t want one herself. “I often tell people I’m an OB-GYN who doesn’t want to have a baby,” said En-Tsz, who works for Dianthus MFM Clinic. “I want to focus on myself more instead of taking care of others.”
Taiwan is just one country experiencing a gradual decrease in birth rate — now a global trend.

The responsibility of bearing children, and often raising them, has always fallen on women, but modern women are feeling suffocated and reluctant to sacrifice their careers for children. With the addition of economic burdens such as rising housing prices and limited care-taking resources, more and more families hesitate to have kids.
But in Taiwan, this is becoming a national risk issue; as Beijing intensifies its gray-zone warfare and cross-strait tensions by sending fighter jets across the middle line of the Taiwan Strait or coast guard ships around Taiwan to challenge the authority of the Taiwanese government, Taiwan’s plummeting birth rate represents a severe existential vulnerability.
China has a population of 1.4 billion. Taiwan, with only 23.4 million people, is less than 0.02 percent that of its adversarial neighbor. In addition, the birth rate of Taiwan hit a record low last year, and the lowest globally. The data published predicted that by 2065, the population of Taiwan would be cut in half.
Some solutions include expanding conscription to women and enhancing autonomous technical system, according to a report published in April by The Institute for National Defense and Security Research, a Taiwanese think tank.


En-Tsz is not your typical OB-GYN. She has a sleeve of tattoos on her right arm; the most noticeable one is a snake wrapped around a bleeding pen. The tattoo sometimes causes hostile attention, and encountering judgmental clients can be difficult.
“When they are not satisfied with the medical service, they often target my tattoo,” En-Tsz said.
She recalled her experience in the second year of her internship as a resident physician. “I’ve seen mothers with cancer, and some just had babies not long ago. I felt terrified,” En-Tsz said.
Unlike most doctors, who specialize in a single organ or system, En-Tsz finds fulfillment in guiding new life from conception to birth. She chose to become an OB-GYN because she prefers to deal with life than with death.
The families — her patients — always share their happiness with her. “I often heard them tell me that I’m the first person their baby sees. It makes me feel close to them.”
Increasingly, though, she’s detecting fewer births.
And, in some ways, this decrease in birth rate is a warning sign to the country’s future military strength is weakening. Taiwan’s military manpower has already been declining in recent years. Data from the Ministry of the Interior shows that the number of conscripts in 2022 hit its lowest in nearly 10 years. The amount of filing early retirement surged from 401 in 2020 to 1,565 in 2024, about four times growth in just four years.

Taiwan’s Defense Department admits that the number of eligible men to be conscripted has also been falling. The number went below 100,000 for the first time in 2023. But the prediction says it could fall lower than 80,000 due to the birth rate drop.
Air defense pilots may be hit hardest. Chinese PLA fighters have become much more aggressive in the past five years by sending fighter jets across the middle line of the Taiwan Strait, so Taiwan needs to speed up recruiting eligible pilots. But according to congressional data, the island only added 21 fighter jet pilots from 2011 to 2019.
One of the many reasons why some women today refuse to have children in Taiwan is that they feel that raising children falls primarily on them.

“Men weren’t educated to manage a relationship,” said En-Tsz, who shared her own experience. Her father was a sailor who did not spend much time taking care of her when she was little. After her parents’ divorce, her mother disappeared. Her father needed to work on the ocean for long periods, so his sister — her aunt — raised her.
Looking back on her childhood, En-Tsz did not see clearly what a father’s role should be. “I didn’t get to see what a complete family was supposed to be like.”
As a neglected child, En-Tsz was afraid to have a kid who could suffer the same upbringing. “I’m not very good at being a caretaker,” she said.
“I got married because I want to find someone to have a family,” she added, but her family plan doesn’t include having a baby. Two people supporting each other is enough.
Taiwanese women are becoming more empowered to pursue their careers, but society lags behind in supporting pregnancy while pursuing a career.
Ironically, some independent women looking for better careers chose to serve in the military. Taiwan’s Defense Department renewed its recruitment standard to broaden the inclusion of female soldiers in 2018, and the gender ratio has been growing.
Besides expanding women’s recruitment, the military increased incentives to join. In June, 2025, Taiwan’s Congress passed a bill adding around $1,000 in subsidies per soldier. Since this July, the military has started incentivizing birth by extending the unpaid leave of absence period for service crew members.
Maternity and childcare leave are granted by law in Taiwan. But outside of the military, women pursuing higher positions are less likely to use it for fear of losing opportunities for promotion, according to Leona Cheng, a full-time sales at an engineering company. Daycare or close family is sometimes an option, but unexpected incidents happen; when a child stays home sick, a mother often must stay home.
If a man is expected to economically support the family, they inevitably share less of the burden of taking care of the baby.
Limited public resources are also a factor: public childcare centers are sufficient to cover only 4 percent of Taiwanese babies aged 2 years old. Education costs have risen to a record high, and rising inflation places additional strains on would-be Taiwanese parents.
“I feel my kids would live in a difficult era,” Lia Hsu, a mother with two kids working in the tech industry, said. “My kids are lovely, but I work so many hours a day. It’s hard for me to spend quality time with them and at the same time balance my career.”
For those who work outside of the tech industry, their salaries are lagging behind their assets. The burden of debt is just another obstacle between a woman and having a child.

Traditional family expectations and a difficult child-bearing society might be significant reasons for Taiwanese women to avoid seeking children, but building a solid safety net to protect future talents is crucial for the island under threat.
Since Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine, the Taiwanese military has been learning to build a more autonomous defense, involving more drones. But even that is facing a manpower problem — data from the Budget Office last year showed a severe shortage of drone operators. The army planned to train 1,000 operators in the year, but only released 300 training spots due to the lack of drone training talent.
En-Tsz believes too many talents in Taiwan are flooding into the tech industry, shrinking the talent in other fields, including defense.
“A bigger population doesn’t always guarantee victory in a war,” En-Tsz said. But a country like Taiwan, without a consolidated security net, could be in serious trouble if the birth rate continues on this downward spiral.
Interested in topics about Taiwan? Take a deep dive into some of our related coverage.
Same-sex couples find a haven in Taiwan
Taiwan imagines: What happens the day China invades?
Taiwan stinky tofu stalls hit by Iran war shock
Editor’s Note:
This is our monthly supplemental issue on Taiwan!
We believe that empathy and authoritarianism can’t mix – that when we tell deeply-reported human stories of people threatened by dictators, it compels people to act against injustice.
Agree with us? Upgrade now to support our work.

THE LATEST NEWS AT THIS HOUR:
By: Mariana Stadnyk
ZALUZHNYY: UKRAINE WILL NEVER JOIN NATO: Ukrainian ambassador to Britain and former Commander-in-Chief Zaluzhnyy believes that Ukraine’s accession to NATO is not viable, Evropeiska Pravda reports.
Zaluzhnyy expressed skepticism over NATO’s ability to counter Russia while acknowledging that Ukraine is reliant on NATO technology. In his opinion, other blocs and alliances would be more effective for Ukraine, like a possible European military bloc or the JEF coalition — a Northern European military partnership for expeditionary operations.
ROMANIA IMPORTS ENERGY FROM UKRAINE: The Romanian energy company Nuclearelectrica started buying energy from Ukraine as the Cernavodă Nuclear Power Plant shut down its energy unit for the first time.
The Danube river that supplies cooling water for the power plant has reached record lows causing Romania to suffer an energy deficit. Romania executed a controlled explosion with the aim of directing the water to the last operating nuclear reactor in the country.
GEORGIAN OIL REFINERY TURNS AWAY FROM RUSSIAN OIL: The only oil refinery in Georgia, situated in Kulevi, will refine crude oil from Kazakhstan and Libya, completely phasing out Russian oil in August-September.
The refinery started diversifying oil supplies this spring with the aim of exporting into the EU. This July the refinery has been hit with EU sanctions, as it has been processing Russian oil since its establishment in 2025.
TRUMP TO GIVE TAIWAN $14 BILLION ARMS PACKAGE: Republican lawmaker Michael McCaul announced that the U.S. President Donald Trump will soon present the next arms package, worth around $14 billion, for Taiwan to the Congress.
The previous $11 billion package for Taiwan was the largest foreign military sales package ever. It included HIMARS rocket systems, Javelin anti-tank missiles and loitering munitions.
During his trip to Beijing this May Trump referred to the package as a “very good negotiating chip”. McCaul underscored that China would not affect the U.S. arms sales to Taiwan.
TAIWAN TO RAISE AWARENESS ABOUT CHINA’S INFLUENCE: The Mainland Affairs Council will collaborate with schools to counter China’s influence, as many Taiwanese students participate in exchange programs with the PRC.
According to the Control Yuan report, Beijing uses its educational exchange programs to influence young Taiwanese students. The cross-strait educational exchanges have seen thousands of Taiwanese students going to China, but only 16 Chinese students participating last year.
DOG OF PIECE:
Look at this fluff! She’s such a sweetheart. We hung out with her at the park, catching so much attention because it’s so rare to see such a big dog in Taiwan.

Stay safe out there!
Best,
Elaine

  Read full article: https://www.counteroffensive.news/p/taiwans-shrinking-population-is-a
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Post-American compute for a post-American Internet (permalink)

Obviously, the non-American world has a digital sovereignty problem – Trump has means, motive and opportunity to order his tech companies to shut down any public official, large corporation, or individual who displeases him:

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

But Americans face the same digital sovereignty risk. America is a lawless place now, where a pliable Supreme Court and supine Congress have affirmed that "it's not a crime if the president does it." The same tech giants who sold out to Trump for tax breaks and protection from antitrust enforcement will happily disconnect any member of the American public, any American company, any American official who displeases Trump.

It's a strange irony that in this moment when so many of us are struggling to "de-Google" our lives, a forcible, sudden de-Googling amounts to a sort of digital death penalty:

https://www.nytimes.com/2022/08/21/technology/google-surveillance-toddler-photo.html

In a world dominated by tech monopolies, duopolies and cartels, there's every reason in the world to seek protection and insulation from these companies that are "too big to care" – and yet, the very same dominance that makes these companies such a danger also makes them indispensable.

Take "ICE Block," an iOS app that warns you if there's an ICE thug hunting people like you in your vicinity, which might save you from being kidnapped, disappeared, sent to a concentration camp, forced into slave labor in El Salvador, or simply murdered. In order to protect its relationship with the Trump regime (and the tax breaks, monopoly power and tariff-free access to Chinese labor that that relationship guarantees), Apple declared ICE officers to be a protected class and then removed ICE Block from its App Store:

https://pluralistic.net/2025/10/06/rogue-capitalism/#orphaned-syrian-refugees-need-not-apply

Big Tech is key to Trump's pogroms. Without Oracle's databases, Microsoft's administrative tools, Amazon's cloud, and Google's location data, ICE would be frozen in place. Big Tech is the source of Americans' risk from authoritarian oppression. That means that Americans cannot rely on Big Tech to protect them from that authoritarianism.

And yet, after decades of regulatory forbearance and lax antitrust enforcement, Big Tech has forced nearly all its rivals out of business. Who can compete with companies that use Irish domicile to evade taxation and US domicile to evade privacy law?

There's a joke from eastern Canada I think of often in situations like this. Its punchline goes, "If you wanted to get there, I wouldn't start from here."

But here we are. And speaking of Canada, while it has many problems, it is not (as of time of writing) the USA, but it is connected to the USA via the internet. Which means that Americans could – hypothetically – source their computing infrastructure from suppliers that were based in Canada, and who strictly ensured that they had no dependency on US services and scrupulously avoided a US "enforcement nexus":

https://pluralistic.net/2023/03/05/theyre-still-trying-to-ban-cryptography/

That is exactly what some American – and international – human rights nonprofits have done. The Technology Freedom Cooperative is a brand new organization founded by the Human Rights Data Analysis Group (San Francisco), Kilómetro 0 (Puerto Rico), Invisible Institute (Chicago), Data Cívica (Mexico) and Innocence & Justice Louisiana:

https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/techfreedomcoop-stuart-flack-8eipc/

All of these organizations are longstanding, highly effective human rights fighters. They have long, storied histories of collecting, analyzing, and presenting data to address systemic discrimination, false imprisonment, extrajudicial killings, war crimes and genocides. They have concluded that they can't rely on US tech and US servers with their data. Not after Trump and Microsoft colluded to kill the online accounts of the Chief Prosecutor of the International Criminal Court to punish him for swearing out a genocide warrant against Netanyahu:

https://apnews.com/article/icc-trump-sanctions-karim-khan-court-a4b4c02751ab84c09718b1b95cbd5db3

Tech Freedom Coop has federated computing resources in Canada, the United States, Mexico, Puerto Rico and Europe. By spreading out their data and computation across multiple jurisdictions, they seek to ensure that a US seizure or deletion of their data will not halt their work.

This federated system serves as a replacement for Big Tech's administrative tools – email hosting, cloud storage, document collaboration. More than that: Tech Freedom Coop is also building out its own AI infrastructure, locally hosted and managed.

Groups like HRDAG have decades of experience using cutting edge statistical techniques to uncover and reveal the extent of crimes committed during civil wars, hot wars, genocides and secret wars. They built the largest human rights database ever created, to track every death in the Colombian Civil War and estimate the likelihood that each killing was carried out by a CIA-backed militia, FARC guerrillas, or the Colombian military:

https://hrdag.org/colombia/

They conducted the first ever census of killing by US police officers:

https://hrdag.org/poli/

They partnered with Innocence Project New Orleans to sift through mountains of arrest reports to surface cases similar to successful exonerations, helping more innocents to win their freedom:

https://hrdag.org/2025/02/20/ipno/

Today, they are active across the USA, tracking and analyzing the crimes committed by the Trump regime:

https://hrdag.org/2026/07/05/naming-police-officers-who-kill-in-california/

And they are working in Gaza, to document the genocide so that someday, the truth can be acknowledged and the perpetrators brought to justice:

https://hrdag.org/pressroom/nyt-gaza-toll/

I've known Patrick Ball, the statistician and programmer who founded HRDAG, for more than 20 years, and every time we meet, I learn something from him. He's the person who comes to mind whenever people tell me that AI is useless and that programmers who claim otherwise are deluded. Patrick is one of the best programmers I know, he is the very best statistician I know, and he's found many, many ways to use coding assistants to help him perform massive data-analysis projects that are vital to human rights struggles. He's a "centaur" if ever there was one:

https://pluralistic.net/2025/12/05/pop-that-bubble/#u-washington

It's exciting to see Patrick and his colleagues and collaborators taking these decisive steps to begin building the post-American internet and a kind of post-bubble AI, where AI tools are treated as normal technologies, capable of helping skilled practitioners who have discernment born of experience to apply them wisely to achieve important things:

https://pluralistic.net/2026/07/28/hitl-ers/#ai-ai-oh

For more than 20 years, HRDAG has been impressing me with the things we can do using advanced statistical analysis. The current generation of AI tools are founded in advanced stats, too. No one should think that advanced stats can solve all your problems of course. The AI bubble is madness and will lead to ruin – environmental, economic, political:

https://pluralistic.net/2026/05/26/the-ai-will-continue/#until-morale-improves

The world would be a better place without the AI bubble. But AI? It's fine. It's another form of statistical analysis and inference. There's no reason to use all the planet's energy, computing and water to perform that analysis, but the correct and desirable amount of useful AI-style computation is nowhere near zero.

The coop is building good AI tools – ones grounded in a realistic assessment of their usefulness and a reasonable commitment of resources to them. They're running open models based on their own data, on computers they own and control. Their stated goal is to "help organizations test whether models are accurate, reproducible, secure, and appropriate for specific human rights use cases."

Which brings me to the final component of Tech Freedom Coop: training. They're teaching people who work in human rights how to administer their own servers, secure their data and communications, and analyze data. As their press release says, these are all "skills that are increasingly necessary for human rights organizations documenting abuses of power."

I've known this was coming for a while now, and I'm so pleased to see that it's finally launched. At last, the first steps towards a post-American internet.
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  Every fan conversation about the next labor fight starts from the same dread: that because 1994 happened, because the World Series got canceled once before, it can happen again. That fear is understandable. It’s also, if you actually look at the record, the wrong thing to be afraid of.
Baseball has had nine labor stoppages since 1972, and the mechanism this next one is expected to use, an owner-initiated lockout, has never once cost a regular season game. Stack that history next to a financial picture that gives ownership every reason to protect the thing they’ve built, and the honest read isn’t “here we go again.” It’s that the people running this sport, whatever else you think of them, have too much of their own money riding on Opening Day actually happening to let this be 1994 twice.
That’s the case this piece makes, in great detail, pulling from the sport’s entire labor history and from the financial documents that don’t usually make it into the conversation about a lockout. The short version, so you can hold onto it through the ugly winter ahead: the owners pushing hardest for a salary cap are not the same as the owners who’ll actually let the games stop. Those are two very different appetites, and the second one is the one that matters for whether we get to watch baseball in April 2027.
MLB owners are pushing for a salary cap for the first time since 1990. They are framing it the same way they framed it then, as a cost problem. Too many teams spending too much, an illusion of competitive imbalance; the usual language. Ironically, four months before that proposal hit the table, those same owners quietly increased their own borrowing capacity against the league’s national media revenue. Buried in the media contracts themselves is a clause that punishes ownership, both specifically and financially, for letting a work stoppage bleed into the regular season. If we put those two facts together, the cap fight stops looking like a fight about money the owners don’t have and starts looking like a fight about money they very much intend to keep, and keeping it requires the games actually being played.
What actually happened in April
In June 2026, Fitch Ratings affirmed MLB’s debt at ‘A’ and ‘A-’ across two structures most fans have never heard of: the MLB Trust and the MLB Facility Fund. Both are bankruptcy-remote securitizations, meaning the debt is walled off from any individual team’s financial trouble and repaid instead from a pool of national revenue, national broadcast contracts, MLB Advanced Media distributions, and other central baseball money that gets paid out before it ever reaches the 30 clubs.
The Trust’s per-club borrowing limit went from $125 million to $150 million in April 2026. That’s roughly $750 million in new aggregate borrowing capacity across the league, opened up against the same national media pool that a prolonged lockout would disrupt. The Facility Fund, the pool actually earmarked for stadium and ballpark capital projects, stayed flat at $100 million per club. It was Trust money, tied to the media revenue that funds the entire operating structure of the sport.
Four months later, MLB formally proposed a salary cap of $245.3 million and a floor of $171.2 million, a framework the MLBPA has rejected in every negotiation for the last three decades and shows no sign of accepting now.
I don’t think the timing is a smoking gun on its own. But it tells you something about how confident ownership was, in April, that this fight wasn’t going to cost them the thing the debt depends on.
Lockouts and strikes are not the same animal
Everyone reaches for 1994 as the comparison, and it’s the wrong one to lean on alone. Look at the full record and a much sharper pattern shows up, one that almost nobody covering this fight is talking about.
Baseball has had nine work stoppages since Marvin Miller built the MLBPA into a real union in the late 1960s. Five of them were strikes where players refused to take the field. Four of them were lockouts, with owners shutting the sport down in the offseason before a single pitch of spring training. Instead of just listing dates, we will spend a little time with each, as the details matter; it also allows us to see a pattern.
1972: The Pension Strike
The first work stoppage in the sport’s history had nothing to do with a cap. Players struck for 13 days starting April 1, 1972, over the owners’ refusal to increase pension fund contributions to keep pace with inflation. The dispute started while the league was simultaneously sitting on a lucrative new national television deal. It cost 86 games, none of which were ever made up, meaning some teams played uneven schedules that year, a quirk that actually cost the Red Sox a postseason berth they missed by half a game. It ended when owners agreed to a $500,000 pension contribution. It was a small number, but it was proof the new Players Association could stick together. This victory set up the next fight over arbitration.
1973: The Arbitration Lockout
Owners locked players out of spring training for 18 days starting February 8, 1973, this time initiating the stoppage themselves rather than waiting for players to strike. The dispute was over defining the salary arbitration process the two sides had just agreed to add to the CBA the year before, specifically who could use it and how it worked. Spring training got delayed, but no regular season games were lost. It ended with arbitration formalized and a rule giving veteran players with enough service time the ability to veto a trade, a direct legacy of the fight Curt Flood had started a few years earlier

1976: The Free Agency Lockout
This is the most consequential of the early stoppages, even though it cost zero games. In December 1975, arbitrator Peter Seitz ruled in favor of pitchers Andy Messersmith and Dave McNally, striking down the reserve clause that had bound players to one team for their entire careers. Owners’ response was to lock the players out that spring, running from March 1 to March 17, in what amounted to a protest of a ruling that had already gone against them. It didn’t work. The two sides opened the season without a new CBA in place and eventually landed on the first formal free agency framework in the sport’s history: players with six years of service time could test the open market. This is the fight that actually created the economic system MLB has run on ever since, and it cost the league nothing in games to lose it.
1980: Not a Strike
A brief, mostly forgotten dispute over free agent compensation, the same fight that would erupt fully a year later. Talks broke down enough to cancel eight days of spring training in 1980, but the two sides punted the core disagreement to a study committee rather than let it escalate, and no regular season games were affected. That committee failed to reach a compromise, which is exactly why the same fight came roaring back in 1981.
1981: The Free Agent Strike
This is the strike most people forget existed, and it’s arguably more instructive for 2027 than 1994 is. Owners wanted compensation when a team lost a “premium” free agent, structured as the signing team having to give up a player from its own roster, which the union correctly read as a backdoor attempt to recreate the reserve clause by making teams afraid to sign free agents at all. Players walked out on June 12, 1981, and stayed out for 50 days, canceling 712 games, roughly a third of the season, and costing an estimated $72 million in combined owner losses at the time. Owners had actually tried to insure against this one specifically: a $2 million policy with a 153-game deductible, paying out $100,000 per missed game up to a cap of roughly 500 games, or as much as $50 million in coverage. It didn’t save them. The strike ran long enough to burn through a meaningful chunk of that policy before both sides settled on July 31, with owners dropping the direct player-compensation demand in favor of a pool of unprotected players teams could draw from instead. MLB had to invent a split-season playoff format just to make sense of a year where teams had played wildly uneven numbers of games. For the purpose of this article, this is the foundation for what we will see in December 2026. This is the issue where playing chicken did not work. Neither side was going to back down; it got long.
1985: Pension, Part Deux
This is the oft-forgotten labor strife simply because the missed games got made up almost entirely. Players struck for two days in August 1985 over the same pension fund concerns from 1972, this time layered with a fight over owners trying to install a cap on salary arbitration awards (owners and caps…). It cost 25 games, 23 of which were rescheduled, and it ended quickly enough that it barely registered as a work stoppage at all. I include it for two reasons: a brief players’ strike does not become a drawn-out affair, and the MLBPA does not like it and will not listen when ownership “caps” benefits. Two days in 1985 were enough to tell owners the players were in unison and business would be not booming if they continued.
1990: the first cap fight, and the first real lockout with teeth
Owners locked players out starting February 15, 1990, the same offseason strategy that would reappear in 2021-22, and this is the fight where a salary cap first got floated as an actual proposal, only to get rejected outright. The immediate trigger was a new, much larger CBS television deal that had just landed without any corresponding increase in player compensation, layered on top of a collusion ruling that had just gone against owners for illegally coordinating to suppress free agent salaries in the mid-80s. The lockout ran 32 days. It delayed Opening Day by a week, but cost zero regular season games. It ended with the minimum salary jumping from $68,000 to $100,000 and no cap in place. The union’s suspicion of ownership, hardened by the collusion scandal, is part of why the 1994 fight a few years later got so ugly. Trust had already been badly damaged before that strike even started.
1994-95: the one everyone remembers, and the only one that actually killed a season
Owners proposed a hard salary cap again, four years after the 1990 attempt failed, and this time they were willing to go all the way to get it. The trigger wasn’t even the CBA expiring, since it still had a year left on it. In June 1994, owners withheld a $7.8 million payment owed to the players’ pension plan, which provoked the union to authorize a strike vote, and players walked out on August 12. Talks dragged through the fall with almost no movement. Commissioner Bud Selig canceled the remainder of the season, including the World Series, on September 14, the first time that had happened in 90 years. The strike ran 232 days and didn’t end until a federal injunction from Judge Sonia Sotomayor, now a Supreme Court justice, forced owners to restore the terms of the expired agreement in March 1995. Replacement players were briefly floated for the delayed 1995 season before that ruling made the point moot. Owners still didn’t get their cap. Estimated damage ran to roughly $580 million in lost owner revenue and $230 million in lost player salaries, and attendance took most of a decade to fully recover.
2021-22: the modern template, and the one 2027 is expected to copy
Owners locked players out the instant the CBA expired at 12:01 a.m. on December 2, 2021, the first offseason lockout in the sport’s history and a deliberate strategy to avoid repeating the public relations disaster of 1994 by keeping the fight contained to the winter. There was no cap on the table this time. The core issues were the luxury tax threshold, minimum salary levels, service time manipulation, and postseason expansion, real money questions but not the one issue that has ever actually cost the sport games. Talks moved slowly for three months, spring training got delayed, and a deal came together on March 10, 2022, salvaging the full 162-game season by pushing Opening Day back one week and rescheduling the handful of games that had been affected. Zero regular season games lost.
Read across all nine and a pattern that almost nobody covering the 2027 fight is actually stating clearly emerges. Every lockout in this sport’s history, 1973, 1976, 1990, and 2021-22, has resolved before a single regular season game disappeared, four for four. Of the five strikes, three were resolved with minimal damage, 1972, 1980, and 1985. The two that actually caused real, lasting harm, 1981 and 1994-95, share something specific: both were fights over a single, structural issue neither side would move off of, free agent compensation in 1981 and a hard salary cap in 1994. Notably, neither of those two catastrophes was a lockout. Both were strikes, meaning ownership was never the party who chose when they ended.
That distinction matters enormously for 2027, because what’s coming is a lockout. Owners are expected to run the same playbook they ran in 2021-22: lock players out the moment the CBA expires on December 1, use the offseason as leverage, and get a deal done before Opening Day actually slips away. A lockout is a tool that ownership controls on both ends. They choose when it starts and they choose when it ends. They are not waiting on players to walk off a field mid-season the way it happened in 1981 and 1994. They are the only party who can actually let this go long enough to cost games, and history says that in four prior chances to do exactly that, they never have.
So this isn’t really a story about whether 2027 repeats 1994. It’s a story about whether an owner-controlled lockout, a mechanism with a perfect record of resolving before Opening Day, is suddenly going to behave differently this time. And there’s a very good financial reason to think it won’t.
The financial architecture underneath baseball in 1994 barely resembles what exists now, and that gap explains part of why that one strike went all the way when the four lockouts didn’t.
Heading into that strike, MLB’s national television situation was already falling apart, and the numbers make it concrete rather than vague. Going into the early 1990s, CBS was paying $1.06 billion over four years for the World Series, League Championship Series, All-Star Game, and Saturday Game of the Week, roughly $265 million a year. ESPN ran alongside that with a $400 million, four-year deal for six games a week, about $100 million a year. Combined, that’s roughly $365 million a year in guaranteed national television revenue, real money for the era but a fraction of what exists now.
That CBS deal expired after 1993, and CBS had lost hundreds of millions of dollars on it due to declining ratings and a national recession. Rather than sign another guaranteed-fee contract, MLB moved into a joint venture with ABC and NBC called The Baseball Network, structured not as a fixed rights fee but as an ad-revenue-sharing arrangement, one projected to bring in roughly half of what the CBS deal had paid. It got voided after a single year. So heading into the actual work stoppage, the national television model hadn’t just shrunk, it had shifted from guaranteed fees to a revenue-share bet that was already falling short before the strike even started. There was no long-term rights security, no comparable escalator structure, and nothing resembling the guaranteed, contractually locked national media business that exists today.
Compare that to now. MLB’s current deals run nearly $800 million a year combined from ESPN, NBC, and Netflix, on top of roughly $729 million annually from Fox and $470 million from Turner Sports through 2028. That’s close to $2 billion a year in guaranteed national rights fees, five to six times the guaranteed money on the table heading into the 1990s, and a categorically different situation than the uncertain revenue-share arrangement MLB was actually running on when the 1994 strike hit. Losing a season in 1994 meant losing a national television structure that was already broken. Losing a season in 2027 means losing close to $2 billion a year in locked, escalating, contractually guaranteed money, with debt and rights-extension penalties built directly on top of it. It didn’t cost owners nearly as much as people assume in 1994, and there was no external mechanism, no rating agency, no securitized debt instrument, watching the health of that revenue in real time.
One more thing worth being precise about: everything above is television and streaming money only. It doesn’t touch gate receipts, concessions, parking, or merchandise, all of which owners also lose the moment they lock the stadium gates, and none of which existed in any real form as a national, pooled revenue stream the way TV money does. Include those and the case for why owners don’t want this to run long gets stronger still. This piece is deliberately staying inside the TV and media rights argument because that’s the revenue actually securing the debt and sitting inside the Fitch filing. The gate and merchandise losses are real, they’re just a separate argument for another piece.
None of that infrastructure existed in 1994, and it still didn’t exist by the time of the 2021-22 lockout either, at least not in its current form. 2027 is different. Two things are sitting on top of the fire now that weren’t fully in place for any prior work stoppage, lockout or strike.
First, the debt
The Trust and Facility Fund didn’t exist in anything like their current form in 1994, and the Trust’s per-club borrowing limit only got bumped from $125 million to $150 million this past April, months before the cap proposal hit the table. There’s real borrowed money now, backed by real interest payments, serviced by national media revenue that has to keep flowing. Fitch’s own numbers show the Trust’s leverage sitting at 1.8x projected for 2026, against a downgrade trigger of 2.0x sustained. That’s a real cushion, and a short lockout doesn’t blow through it. But it’s not infinite room, and it’s a lot less room than existed when there was no debt instrument at all riding on the outcome.
Second, and more important, the media rights extension clause
MLB’s current national deals with ESPN, NBC, and Netflix were deliberately written short, three years, running only through 2028, specifically so the league could return to market in 2029 and cash in on a rights explosion the NFL and NBA have already banked. Buried in those same deals is a provision that automatically pushes the entire package out an extra year if a certain threshold of missed regular season games is hit. Nobody at the league or the networks will say publicly what that threshold is. What’s public is the stakes: missing enough games doesn’t just cost missed gate and ad revenue in the moment, it costs the sport an entire additional year at current rates before it can negotiate what’s expected to be a dramatically larger deal. Estimates on that delay run into the billions.
That clause is the actual deadline. Not fan goodwill, not sponsor pressure, not public opinion. A specific, contractual, financial trip wire that no prior lockout or strike ever had to contend with.
The buffer that removes the excuse to fold early, but not the reason to fold before the season
There’s one more piece of financial infrastructure worth putting on the table, and it’s the closest thing to an answer to an obvious question: if owners can’t insure themselves against a lockout, what happens to individual clubs during a long standoff?
Insurance is genuinely not available here, and not because MLB hasn’t tried. In 1981, owners actually carried a $50 million strike insurance policy from Lloyd’s of London, and it became a countdown clock rather than a shield, since it only covered roughly fifty days of missed games and the union simply outlasted it. By 1994, owners couldn’t get that kind of policy at all. No underwriter would write it. That’s not an accident of the market. Insurance covers losses that happen to you. It doesn’t cover losses you cause yourself on purpose, and a lockout is ownership’s own decision to stop the games. There’s no risk being transferred when the party asking for coverage is also the party pulling the trigger.
So instead of buying protection from a third party, ownership built the protection themselves. According to reporting from Jon Heyman and Joel Sherman of the New York Post, corroborated independently by Bob Nightengale of USA Today, the league has assembled a roughly $2 billion reserve fund heading into this CBA cycle, about $75 million per club, built over the past several years by withholding a slice of each team’s national television and licensing revenue into a central pool. Some reporting puts the figure closer to $2.25 billion. The stated purpose is to cover club-level overhead, payroll-adjacent obligations, and operating costs if the stoppage runs long, the exact kind of cash-flow pressure that has historically been part of what pushes ownership back to the table.
That fund is real, and it matters, but it’s worth being precise about what it actually does and doesn’t cover. It doesn’t touch the media rights extension clause. It doesn’t offset actual lost national broadcast revenue if regular season games get missed. It doesn’t move the Trust’s leverage ratio or ease the debt service Fitch is watching. What it does is remove the club-level cash crunch that individual owners used to feel in real time during a long stoppage. In 1990 and in 2021-22, that kind of financial pressure at the club level was likely part of what got deals done before things dragged further. Now that pressure is largely gone. Clubs aren’t bleeding operating cash the way they used to, at least not for a good while.
So the honest read on this fund cuts in a specific direction. It likely means this lockout runs a bit longer, colder, and closer to the edge of spring training than 2021-22 did. Ownership will not feel the same urgency at the individual club level that it used to. The stronger point is that it will not cover owners once actual games start disappearing. You’re back to the debt structure and the rights extension clause, both of which are tied to real national revenue actually flowing, not to a pre-funded reserve sitting in an account. The $2 billion fund explains why ownership will let this run longer and uglier before making a deal. It doesn’t explain away why a deal still needs to happen before Opening Day is actually at risk.
Why “we’re losing money” doesn’t survive contact with their own decisions
Here’s where the cynicism is earned rather than assumed. Owners have spent this entire negotiation arguing that payrolls have gotten out of hand and that a cap is necessary because the current system doesn’t work financially for enough of the league. Whether that’s true is a separate argument, and the union isn’t buying it. Worth being precise about the floor here too, since it doesn’t actually belong in the same bucket as the cap. A floor forces the cheapest teams to spend more, not less, which is the opposite of cost control for those specific owners. It’s not evidence that ownership as a whole is worried about payrolls. It’s a negotiating chip, a number low enough not to actually pinch the cheap clubs, offered so the league can point to it publicly and make the cap look like a shared sacrifice rather than a one-sided ask. Straightforward horse-trading, not a cost concern. Set all of that aside and just look at behavior around the cap itself.
An ownership group that genuinely believed it was bleeding money would not, four months before walking into a fight over that exact claim, increase its own borrowing capacity against the revenue stream it says is under strain. And it would not be willing to risk billions in delayed media rights escalation over a labor position, if the alternative to winning that position were actual financial distress right now. You don’t gamble a golden goose you can’t survive losing.
What you do gamble it for is control over the cost structure for the next decade, against a revenue base you already know is about to get significantly bigger. That’s the real function of a cap. It isn’t a fix for this year’s or next year’s ledger. It’s a ceiling on labor cost as a share of revenue, locked in before the next big media reset in 2029 makes that revenue much larger than it is now. Win the cap fight now, and every dollar of that future growth compounds in the owners’ favor without a corresponding rise in what they owe the players. That’s a bet on the size of the pie later, dressed up as a complaint about the size of the pie now.
The willingness to risk the very revenue stream they cite as justification is telling. If the cap were truly about survival, this wouldn’t be a fight worth risking the golden goose over. The fact that it’s being fought this hard, with real financial exposure on the table, says the cap was never about losing money.
So relax: here’s why 2027 gets played
Here’s my actual prediction, and here’s the part that should actually make you feel better about 2027, not worse: it has nothing to do with love of the game or any illusion that ownership feels something warm toward the sport. That’s exactly why you can trust it. If baseball’s survival depended on 30 billionaires having a sudden change of heart about the players, or a late-inning burst of sentimentality about what this game means to the people who grew up with it, that would be a genuinely bad bet. It isn’t the bet you have to make. Strip away any hope that ownership cares about the sport the way you do, and what’s left is something more reliable: a highly lucrative business, run by people who did not get rich by voluntarily shrinking their own revenue. That’s a duplicitous group talking one game while playing another, and it’s also, conveniently, a group whose greed happens to point in the direction fans actually want.
Here’s what that looks like in practice. Owners are, in the coldest possible terms, a management group that sells a product. The product is the game itself, the same game you and I love, whatever cynicism sits underneath the business of it. The players are the labor that manufactures it. No rational owner of a profitable business decides to shut down the production line that makes the thing customers pay for, not when the customer has other places to spend that money and won’t wait around forever. A lockout is ownership choosing, temporarily, to stop making the widget. That’s tolerable as a short-term pressure tactic, a hardball posture meant to squeeze the union. It stops being tolerable the moment it starts costing the business the actual revenue that justifies existing in the first place, which is exactly what a rights-extension penalty and a leveraged debt structure both do.
That’s the actual mechanism keeping baseball on the calendar, not sentiment, and not fan pressure either. Here’s what these two financial structures do to the incentive picture once spring training approaches.
Every day of a stoppage that bleeds into the regular season moves the league closer to a threshold that costs it a full year of a media rights reset it structured specifically to chase. Every day also chips away, slowly, at the cushion in a debt structure that Fitch is watching closely enough to have named a prolonged lockout as a specific downgrade risk. Neither of those pressures existed for any of the four prior lockouts, and neither one applies to the two strikes that actually cost real games, since those were never ownership’s call to make in the first place. This time it is entirely ownership’s call, attached to two new financial mechanisms that didn’t exist the last time they had that call to make, and both mechanisms get worse the longer they wait.
That doesn’t mean there’s no lockout. It doesn’t mean there isn’t real, ugly brinksmanship that runs deep into the winter and possibly into spring training itself. If anything, the $2 billion reserve fund makes that more likely, not less. History says a resolved standoff is actually the normal outcome of a lockout specifically, 1973, 1976, 1990, and 2021-22 all ran right up to the edge and stepped back before a game was missed. I think there will be plenty of posturing here too, because it now costs ownership even less than it used to, right up until games actually start getting missed. With a perfect record across four lockouts, now reinforced by a debt structure and a rights clause that punish exactly this outcome,this isn’t a coin flip. Owners have never once let a lockout run long enough to cost a game, and they now have more reasons than ever not to be the first.
If you’re operating on the assumption that this is heading for a lost season because that’s the only labor fight anyone remembers, I think you’re missing the part of the history that doesn’t fit that story. 1994 was a strike, not a lockout, and it happened when the media business had nothing like the leverage or exposure riding on it that exists today. 2027 is a lockout, the one mechanism that has never once produced a lost game, now walking into a fight with more financial reasons than ever to keep its own record intact.
So go ahead and make plans for Opening Day 2027. Book the tickets, plan the trip, keep the tradition going, whatever it is you look forward to every spring. The winter ahead is going to be loud and ugly and full of headlines designed to scare you, and none of that changes the actual mechanics underneath it. The owners pushing this cap don’t need to love the game for the game to survive. They just need to keep doing what every rational owner of a lucrative business does, which is protect the thing that makes them rich. In this case, that thing happens to be the exact same thing you fell in love with as a kid. Their greed and your love of the game are, for once, pointing in the same direction.
The Verdict
The full history: Nine work stoppages since 1972, not one every cycle, there were 26 years of labor peace between 1995 and 2021. Four were lockouts. All four resolved before a regular season game was lost. Two were strikes that turned catastrophic, 1981 and 1994-95, and neither was ownership’s call to end.
1994 comparison: The wrong precedent to lean on alone. It was a strike, not a lockout, and it happened against a shrinking media business with none of the current debt or contract structure riding on it. 2027 is shaping up to be a lockout, the mechanism with a perfect record of never costing a game.
The debt increase: Real, tied to national media revenue, not facilities. Adds exposure right before a fight that could disrupt that same revenue.
The media rights extension clause: The actual deadline in this negotiation. Missing enough games costs the league a full year of a bigger 2029 payday.
The $2 billion war chest: Not insurance, since a self-inflicted lockout can’t be insured, but a self-funded replacement for it. Removes club-level cash pressure during the standoff, meaning this can run longer than 2021-22 before a deal happens. Doesn’t touch the debt, the rights clause, or actual lost revenue once real games are missed.
The TV money itself: Roughly $365 million a year in guaranteed national rights heading into the early 1990s, replaced by an ad-revenue gamble that was already underperforming by 1994. Nearly $2 billion a year in guaranteed rights fees now. This argument doesn’t even include gate, concessions, or merchandise, which only makes the case stronger.
The “losing money” claim: Doesn’t survive the owners’ own recent decisions. You don’t lever up against a revenue stream you think is failing, and you don’t risk billions in delayed rights fees if the alternative is actual financial distress.
Prediction: Ugly, duplicitous brinksmanship through the winter, real risk of posturing into spring training, but the season gets played. Lockouts have never once cost a game in fifty years, and this one carries more financial reasons than ever to keep that streak intact. You don’t need the owners to love this game. Their greed does the job for them. 
Subscribe to The Baseball Nerd for stories that explore the numbers, narratives, and history that make baseball the greatest game in the world.
Keep up with the current MLB news with The Division Line podcast, every Monday! 

  Read full article: https://thebaseballnerd.substack.com/p/r-e-l-a-x
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The celebratory mood that followed the Trump–Xi summit in May seems to have run its course. The prevailing assessment of US–China “strategic stability” remains broadly optimistic, but July’s commentary offers a more sober assessment of China’s strategic environment.
Authors still assume that US primacy is weakening and China’s material power is growing, but they repeatedly ask whether those advantages can be converted into durable influence. As Zhou Li, a former vice-minister of the International Department of the CPC Central Committee, writes in an otherwise confident survey, “having an advantage does not equate to a winning position”.
Zheng Yongnian and Da Wei complicate familiar narratives of American decline. Zheng describes a waning hegemon whose decline is relative, protracted and non-linear, warning, “China must not lull itself into a false sense of security”. Da distinguishes the end of Pax Americana from the unresolved trajectory of American national power, while Wu Xinbo provides the policy prescription: “constructive strategic stability” rests on credible Chinese counter-pressure.
Elsewhere, Wu says that Xi Jinping’s four global initiatives require real resources to implement. His tone is far from critical, but the observation that “global governance cannot rely solely on conceptual initiatives” is nonetheless striking. Jin Canrong similarly acknowledges that China’s historically East Asia-centred statecraft has left it short of experience in managing genuinely global affairs, while cultural insecurity means confidence lags behind material strength.
AI coverage in July included commentary on Xi Jinping’s announcement of the World Artificial Intelligence Cooperation Organisation (WAICO) and the unveiling of a new Chinese AI model that allegedly rivals US competitors, but much of this commentary was boilerplate. Instead we included two pieces that resist triumphalism about China’s recent advances. While Zhu Songchun identifies dependence on US-defined concepts and paradigms as China’s deeper weakness, Huang Ping distinguishes mass-market success from American frontier leadership.
Among the pieces focusing on Chinese society, Yao Yang uses Wang Hong’s Fields Medal to explore weak female representation in senior politics and a revival of patriarchal ideas. Zhou Lian and Xu Jilin, and separately Dong Yue, focus on young people’s retreat from public life. Zhou and Xu attribute this retreat to repeated experiences of powerlessness, while Dong identifies a sub-group of highly educated home-staying “squatting youth” [蹲族], produced by an expansion of educational opportunities, but a lack of good jobs. 
June’s “Going Out” section largely made the case for a new wave of outward investment—July’s selection focuses on its conditions and risks. Li Wei warns that China’s commercial footprint could outstrip the state’s capacity to protect overseas assets, while Liang Dong, Wu Ting and Wu Huimin argue that outward investment serves “dual circulation” only when profits and productive capabilities return home.
On the home front, Liu Shijin treats China’s “strong supply, weak demand” as the result of a production-first growth model that has outlived the shortage economy for which it was built. A fuller account of China’s domestic economy will follow in our forthcoming Economy Digest.
On Europe and its relations with Beijing, the tone is pessimistic about the prospects for resolving structural conflict, but broadly confident about China’s relative position. The most arresting argument comes from former Chinese trade diplomat Zhou Xiaoming, who says China’s support for a “strong, united EU” no longer serves Beijing’s interests: Brussels was imagined as an autonomous pole in a multipolar order, but has instead become an institutional centre of confrontation with China.
Ding Chun and Wu Jiwei, and separately Qin Shuo, reach softer conclusions. Ding and Wu describe EU–China industrial relations as “competitive coexistence”. Qin, a prominent business-media commentator, writes that trade conflict is a normal consequence of China becoming the axis of global manufacturing. His conclusion—that China bears responsibility for steering the contest towards a more open and balanced order—is refreshing.
Coverage of Britain’s new prime minister was voluminous but held few surprises: Long Jing expects broad foreign-policy continuity, constrained by existing security alignments and Britain’s diminished room for manoeuvre.
On the Middle East, Liu Zhongmin and Tang Zhichao see the Iran war accelerating the transition towards a “post-American” regional order—both predict deeper fragmentation and disorder alongside greater regional agency.
July also saw many pieces marking the tenth anniversary of the 2016 South China Sea arbitration award. Most were boilerplate, but Wu Shicun’s interview with the South China Morning Post stands out for warning that fixed Chinese facilities on Scarborough Shoal remain an option if Philippine and foreign patrols intensify. Wu’s threat fits a longer pattern, but remains notable. Bao Yinan offers a less confrontational route, proposing consent-based mediation through the new Hong Kong-based International Organisation for Mediation.
Neighbourhood diplomacy is another major theme of the month. Both Zhou Fangyin and Zhao Long describe an increasingly securitised environment in which US alliance policy raises pressure to choose sides. On China’s regional engagement, Zhang Yun reads Japan–Philippines maritime talks as part of Tokyo’s attempt to become a second centre of regional leadership, Mao Keji and Mao Yaxin interpret India’s reopening to Chinese investment as industrial necessity rather than strategic trust and Wang Youming expects Latin America’s rightward turn to complicate China’s position without dislodging it.
July’s strongest writing qualifies confidence in China’s rise—American retrenchment is adaptive rather than terminal, the trade war is survivable but unavoidable and China’s growing power is running ahead of the institutional, diplomatic and intellectual capacities needed to translate it into durable gain.
— Jacob Mardell
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1. US-China & Global Order



Zheng Yongnian (郑永年): The whole world may misunderstand the United States, but China  cannot afford to do so. America’s decline is relative, not absolute and the decline of a major power is a long-term process. Multipolarisation is a long process and the US will remain the most important pole. Meanwhile, the nature of American hegemony is changing, from “constructive” to “destructive”. In important fields such as AI, American hegemony has not only failed to decline but is being strengthened and upgraded. The US practises protectionism in areas of goods trade where it lacks comparative advantage, but in fields where it possesses comparative advantage, it continues to advance globalisation, thus increasing the dependence of other countries. The American claim that “China is only a few days behind the United States”, satisfies the vanity of people in China while mobilising resources within the United States.— X.Q. Deng Presidential Chair Professor and Dean, School of Public Policy, CUHK-Shenzhen (大湾区评论, 4 July).
Da Wei (达巍): “Pax Americana” is coming to an end, but no conclusion can yet be reached about America’s rise or decline. America is actively dismantling the hegemonic system that it took the lead in constructing after the Second World War. MAGA is not a retreat from empire back to republic. It is a retreat from a liberal internationalist empire to the late-nineteenth-century imagination of a nationalist empire. America has not simply decided that it “does not want to be a hegemon” any longer. More accurately, America is unwilling to continue bearing the costs. Historically, leaps in American national power generally came from the opening of three kinds of frontier: geographical, institutional and technological frontiers—only this latter frontier remains available to the US. America’s national power may increase again, but “Pax Americana” is unlikely to return. — Director and Professor, Centre for International Security and Strategy (CISS), Tsinghua University (清华大学战略与安全研究中心, 1 July).
Wu Xinbo (吴心伯): Constructive strategic stability depends on credible Chinese counter-pressure, and every strike answered with equal or greater force. Repeated rounds of “fighting and talking” have changed expectations. Washington must now price in retaliation before acting. Planned trade and investment councils, fentanyl cooperation, maritime military consultations and the suspension of Taiwan arms sales indicate what stabilisation is able to deliver. However, Trump sees Taiwan as leverage for obtaining concessions from China, so Beijing should make sure to maintain pressure, repeatedly restate its red lines and respond forcefully to US provocation. Stability also remains exposed to US domestic politics—a Democratic House could use hearings, human rights, arms sales and investment restrictions to constrain Trump. Taiwan’s January 2028 leadership election and the November US presidential contest may bring significant changes. — Dean, Institute of International Studies, and Director, Centre for American Studies, Fudan University (思路打开, 6 July).
Wu Xinbo (吴心伯): America’s waning global leadership creates a historic opening for China, but Beijing’s four global initiatives still need to be translated into concrete outcomes. US leadership originally combined material power with progressive principles, but Cold War militarisation and intervention eroded its public character. Meanwhile, today’s reliance on sanctions signals declining diplomatic persuasion and credibility. Newer arrangements such as the Indo-Pacific strategy lack the appeal of post-war institution-building. Global governance cannot rely solely on conceptual initiatives, and if the UN headquarters one day moves from the Hudson to the Huangpu, China must prepare the necessary resources, physical space and professional talent in advance. — Dean, Institute of International Studies, and Director, Centre for American Studies, Fudan University (人大重阳, 3 July).
Jin Canrong (金灿荣): China may yet overturn Brzezinski’s prediction that America will be the last global superpower, but converting its underestimated strength into a genuinely global role requires experience and institutions that its historically East Asia-centred statecraft never developed. Unlike Western powers that were formed by centuries of colonial expansion, Chinese dynasties governed a vast, diverse society, but remained strategically defensive.  China’s instinctive rejection of “G2” reflects resistance to being “praised to death”, but also a lack of preparation for global affairs. A separate legacy of Qing rule results in cultural self-denigration—China has grown to 1.95 metres but still thinks itself 1.2 metres tall. Development will reverse this insecurity, while US containment acts as a “good teacher”, training China for the world stage. China should ultimately practise an enduring “kingly way” [王道] of restraint, rather than the West’s “hegemonic way” [霸道]. — Wu Yuzhang Chair Professor, School of International Studies, and Director, Centre for China’s Foreign Strategy Studies, Renmin University of China (金金乐道编辑部, 9 July).
Zhou Li (周力): The American hegemonic system is accelerating its own decline and multipolarisation is deepening, while China possesses a systemic “ideas + strength + strategy” advantage in the emerging order. The US–Israel–Iran conflict demonstrated that military superiority, sanctions and unilateral pressure cannot secure political outcomes. Pakistan- and Qatar-led mediation and the reopening of Hormuz point towards greater regional agency and an American return to offshore balancing. Meanwhile, Western political dysfunction and central-bank gold repatriation signal declining trust in established institutions and the dollar-centred system, though this is “de-risking” rather than imminent de-dollarisation. China’s governance model offers an alternative to Western institutional crisis, but “having an advantage does not equate to a winning position”. European protectionism and a more extreme America remain major risks. Beijing must secure 15th Five-Year Plan technological breakthroughs, repair supply-chain weaknesses and maintain strategic composure. — Former Vice-Minister, International Department of the CPC Central Committee (习近平外交思想和新时代中国外交, 6 July).


2. Europe



Zhou Xiaoming (周小明): China should reconsider its long-standing support for a “strong, united EU”. European integration once suggested an autonomous pole capable of preventing a US–China bipolar order and a third world war, but Brussels has instead become an institutional vehicle for confrontation with China. Recent consultations pulled both sides back from the brink—China still values the European market and strategic autonomy and Brussels doubts it can withstand Chinese retaliation. However, the two sides cannot resolve the structural conflict rooted in Europe’s declining competitiveness and export controls on the advanced goods China actually wants to buy. The “systemic rival” label now overrides partnership, recasting interdependence as risk, keeping the investment agreement frozen and treating engagement with member states as “divide and rule”. Beijing should “discard illusions” [丢掉幻想], prepare for wider restrictions under the EU’s Industrial Accelerator Act and shift more effort to national and local governments, but retain cooperation with EU institutions where possible. — Senior Fellow, Centre for China and Globalisation (CCG); former Deputy Permanent Representative, Permanent Mission of China to the United Nations Office at Geneva (观察者网, 8 July).
Qin Shuo (秦朔): Trade war is a normal condition of China becoming the central axis of the global manufacturing industrial chain—just as China is the anchor of world goods, America is the anchor of world currency. However, compared with when the United States led globalisation, China will have more opponents because China’s industries inevitably face many more competitors. China should not “protect commerce with swords”, or create a “Chinese circle”. Rather it has a responsibility to guide trade war towards a new order. Chinese companies can do more to accelerate localised production, establish more complete compliance systems, respond better to carbon and ESG challenges, and accelerate market and supply-chain diversification. China also has a major card to play, that is, making its own market bigger.— Co-Director, China Business Civilization Research Centre; former editor-in-chief, Nanfeng Chuang and China Business News (秦朔朋友圈, 12 July).
Ding Chun (丁纯) and Wu Jiwei (吴佶蔚): China–EU industrial relations have entered “competitive coexistence” [竞争性共存]. China’s rise from workshop to same-market rival has moved competition from products and prices into investment conditions, technology standards and rules. However, deep interdependence persists and the most likely trajectory is selective cooperation behind higher barriers. Europe still possesses strong basic research capabilities, but it suffers from structural weaknesses in translating scientific and technological achievements into commercial productivity and risks falling into the “medium-technology trap.” The Sino-European contest in emerging industries like artificial intelligence is essentially a clash between “governance-driven” and “application-driven” paths. This competition will not  be limited to a single product or technology contest, but will extend to multiple dimensions, including breakthroughs in underlying technologies, supply chain support and the formulation of industry rules. — Ding: Director, Centre for European Studies, Fudan University; Wu: Postdoctoral Fellow, Institute of Belt and Road & Global Governance, Fudan University (欧洲问题研究, 5 July ).
Sun Chenghao (孙成昊): “NATO 3.0” may become more militarily effective without becoming more politically united. China should not expect transatlantic differences to lead to the disintegration of NATO—instead it should expect NATO’s military industrial expansion to lead to more securitised European scrutiny of Chinese technology and supply chains. NATO is shifting towards the delivery of industrial capacity and sustained combat power and Washington seeks to transfer responsibility transfer, without relinquishing US leadership. Trump wants Europe to gradually transform from a “security consumer” to a “security provider,” allowing the US to allocate more strategic resources to the Indo-Pacific. NATO is beset by three contradictions: between the pursuit for strategic autonomy and dependence on the US; between European priorities; and between NATO members who diverge on shared values. NATO will neither disintegrate rapidly nor revert to its past. — Associate Fellow, Centre for International Security and Strategy, Tsinghua University (中美聚焦, 17 July).
Long Jing (龙静): Britain’s seventh prime minister since the Brexit referendum was open to cooperation with China at the local level, but will face a more complicated position as prime minister. Burnham inherits economic decline, social division and international uncertainty, as well as the risks associated with chronic leadership churn. This means that his priority is likely to be domestic repair rather than diplomatic reinvention. Lacking foreign-policy experience, Burnham will likely preserve Starmer’s interest-driven policy, stabilising ties with Washington, sustaining support for Ukraine, rebuilding practical European ties and widening relations with middle powers. — Deputy Director, Centre for European Studies, Shanghai Institutes for International Studies (SIIS) (中美聚焦, 24 July).


3. Chinese Economy & Going Out



Liu Shijin (刘世锦): Strong supply and weak demand are not the result of short-term fluctuations, but originate in an unbalanced pattern of growth supported by institutional and structural factors. At the beginning of reform and opening, China was a shortage economy and this growth model—characterised by high savings, high investment and high exports—was appropriate and possessed clear advantages. But when investment can no longer be expanded and begins to contract, as is the case in China, it becomes increasingly difficult to sustain. Excessive productive investment now suppresses returns, while strong exports are a reason for rather than a consequence of weak domestic consumption. Meanwhile, companies distribute too little income and household deposits are concentrated among the affluent. Only by reducing the savings rate and increasing terminal demand can capacity utilisation be raised. China should reduce its total savings rates, reform its tax system, encourage private enterprises to increase dividends, funnel RMB20 trillion of listed state capital into social-security funds, use 50 per cent of macroeconomic to address the problem, raise pensions to release consumption and use housing support to address the mismatch facing migrant workers. — Former Vice-Chair, Committee for Economic Affairs of the 13th CPPCC National Committee; former Vice-President, Development Research Centre of the State Council (中国宏观经济论坛, 7 July).
Li Wei (李巍): China risks falling into a seventeenth-century “Dutch trap” [荷兰陷阱] if its expanding commercial footprint outstrips its capacity to protect overseas assets, personnel and international routes. China should therefore focus on building a robust system to safeguard its overseas interests. Great-power competition is shifting from seizing wealth towards creating it through technology, commercial application and industrial ecosystems, putting “super-enterprises” on the front lines of geopolitical competition. Chinese companies need to achieve a genuine breakthrough in profitability, rather than simply in sales volume, to achieve sustainable progress. Although globalisation faces severe challenges, it is not coming to an end. Several questions remain: whether China can maintain its status as the “world’s factory” and further climb up the global value chain; whether the US can reindustrialise; and whether emerging manufacturing bases can replicate the industrialisation experience of the “Four Asian Tigers” — Wu Yuzhang Distinguished Professor and Deputy Dean, School of International Studies, Renmin University of China (财经, 2 July).
Liang Dong (梁栋), Wu Ting (吴婷) and Wu Huimin (吴慧敏): “Going global” is not the end goal. Outward investment matters only insofar as it feeds profits and productive capabilities back into China’s domestic economy, advances “dual circulation” and avoids industrial hollowing-out. China has yet to convert its vast domestic industrial advantages into a commensurate capacity to own and earn income from overseas assets. Notably, it still runs an investment-income deficit. Japan offers lessons—including its retention of domestic “mother factories”—but it’s not a model China can simply reproduce. Geopolitical fragmentation, investment restrictions and localisation requirements are replacing the sequential “flying geese” model with a sovereign-bounded “hive model” [蜂巢模式] of multi-centred local production, firms and suppliers moving abroad together. Ultimately, repatriated profits, personnel circulation and overseas R&D should return technology, standards and management capabilities to China. — CICC analysts; Wu Huimin is Executive Dean, CICC Global Institute, and Executive Head, CICC Research Department (中金研究院, 9 July).
Yang Ping (杨平): China’s current phase of exporting capital and productive capacity may damage the Global South’s national industries, triggering protectionism and resource nationalism. If Chinese expansion destroys Southern countries’ own industrialisation, China’s Global South strategy will have “turned entirely into its opposite”, creating new dependency rather than enabling development. Beijing must not conflate its commercial and strategic relationships with the Global South, and should instead coordinate China’s industrial development with Southern countries’ autonomous industrialisation. The “community with a shared future for mankind” requires a political economy that goes beyond generic claims of “win-win” cooperation. — Founder, President and Editor-in-Chief, Beijing Cultural Review (文化纵横, 16 July).


4. Middle East



Liu Zhongmin (刘中民): Renewed war has divided the Middle East into three loose power formations, but has not reversed the deeper shift towards regional strategic autonomy, reconciliation and development. The US- and Israeli-led Abraham Accords grouping now coexists with a Saudi–Pakistan–Turkey–Egypt “Sunni Diamond”, as well as Iran’s weakened but resilient “resistance front”. The new Sunni grouping is not trying to choose a camp or overturn the existing order, but to “find direction” and avoid marginalisation, while Saudi Arabia continues to uphold the two-state solution. This fragmentation has severely impacted, but not yet reversed the previous trend of easing tensions and pursuit of common development and it is increasingly difficult to shake the growing sense of strategic autonomy within the region. While US allies have been unable to completely break free from their security dependence on the US in the short term, they have significantly accelerated their diversification in security and diplomacy. — Professor, Middle East Studies Institute, Shanghai International Studies University (环球时报, 13 July).
Tang Zhichao (唐志超): The US–Israel–Iran conflict has accelerated the Middle East’s transition towards a “post-American era”. This will likely lead towards a more fragmented and disorderly, but more autonomous regional order. Washington’s Gulf security architecture has become a liability that attracts Iranian retaliation, while US forces have failed to protect partners or control Hormuz, shattering the myth of the invincible US security shield. The strategic development trend in the Gulf region has also been reversed, with countries falling into a new development–security dilemma. Regional fronts such as the “Four-Nation Group” of Saudi Arabia, Turkey, Pakistan and Egypt are coalescing and the fragmentation of the Middle East is further intensifying. The US strategy of using Iran as a breakthrough to contain China and Russia in the Middle East has been thwarted, with strategic cooperation between China and Middle Eastern countries deepening.— Professor and Deputy Director-General, Institute of West Asian and African Studies, CASS (当代世界, Issue 6, 2026).


5. South China Sea



Wu Shicun (吴士存): China will not proactively undertake further South China Sea reclamation, but fixed facilities on Scarborough Shoal remain an option. If Beijing builds, it will be because “external forces have left us with no choice”. Any Philippine vessel deliberately grounded at Sandy Cay will be towed away, although China itself does not intend to occupy the feature. Opening Taiwan-held Taiping Island to US or Japanese forces would cross a mainland red line if this developed into activity targeting the mainland or infringing Chinese sovereign rights. Beijing will likewise reject maritime delimitations reached without China that violate its sovereign rights. Practical cooperation should begin bilaterally with fish-stock surveys, catch quotas, coordinated licensing and pollution control. — Founding President and Chairman of the Academic Committee, National Institute for South China Sea Studies (South China Morning Post, 13 July).
Bao Yinan (包毅楠): The Hong Kong-based International Organisation for Mediation (IOMed) could provide China with a third-party mechanism for addressing selected South China Sea disputes without sacrificing the consent and procedural control that is lacking in compulsory arbitration. Proceedings at the IOMed require the agreement of all parties, allow any party to withdraw unilaterally and make only settlements that are formally concluded by the parties legally binding. China helped establish the organisation, was its first signatory, and five of eleven  ASEAN countries have already joined. WTO disputes are excluded from its jurisdiction, but not sovereignty or maritime-delimitation disputes. UNCLOS allows parties to pursue consensual procedures before compulsory settlement, placing mediation within rather than outside the Convention. Scholars believe that a “salami-slicing” [切香肠] approach should be taken, prioritising “non-core disputes” [非核心争端] such as fisheries, marine environmental protection, submarine cables and pipelines and law-enforcement encounters. — Associate Research Fellow, Huayang Centre for Maritime Cooperation and Ocean Governance (亚太安全与海洋研究, Issue 3, 2026).


6. Neighbourhood Diplomacy



Zhou Fangyin (周方银): China should keep great-power rivalry from hardening its neighbourhood into opposing camps and make “de-securitisation” [去安全化] and “de-geopoliticisation” [去地缘政治化] central to regional cooperation during the 15th Five-Year Plan. Strategic competition among major powers is leading to a deterioration of China’s surrounding environment, with the US promoting the “de-Sinicisation” [去中国化] of supply chains  and pressuring countries to introduce discriminatory policies against China. The securitisation of economic issues and the weaponisation of interdependence have become increasingly common in China’s neighbourhood since 2018, hampering regional integration. China possesses a significant military advantage compared to most of its neighbours, deterring other countries from provoking armed conflict. This provides space for China to firmly state its position, demonstrate goodwill and strengthen consultation with relevant countries. China should also deepen non-traditional security cooperation with its neighbours. — Professor, School of International Relations, Sun Yat-sen University (国际展望, Issue 2, 2026; via 爱思想, 16 July).
Zhao Long (赵隆): China’s neighbourhood will grow more unstable during the 15th Five-Year Plan as the US turns “island chains” into an “alliance chain” [盟链] and regional states oscillate between reducing dependence on Washington and binding themselves more tightly to the US. By forward-deploying partners and outsourcing costs, Washington is able to lower the threshold for military intervention. Trump’s “extractive partnership” produces both “doubt and fear of America” [疑美恐美]—unreliable commitments encourage greater autonomy and diversified ties, but fear of abandonment also pushes US-dependent states towards early declarations of support, over-compliance and surrendering policy space. European NATO members may back Washington’s Indo-Pacific strategy in order to keep US attention on Europe, even as Greenland threats and tariffs erode transatlantic trust. Beijing should build an Asian security model through shared security, respect for differences, dialogue, crisis management and low-sensitivity public goods, backed by BRI and RCEP cooperation, therefore strengthening neighbours’ resilience against external pressure. — Director, Institute for International Strategic and Security Studies, Shanghai Institutes for International Studies (SIIS) (国际展望, Issue 2, 2026; via 爱思想, 16 July).
Shi Yuanhua (石源华): China’s neighbourhood should remain the primary focus of its diplomacy until at least 2035. This “greater periphery” extends beyond China’s immediate neighbours to 64 states across six subregions and even includes the United States. China and the US form the two poles, while all other states are “middle countries” [中间国家] whose positions vary according to their interests rather than fixed bloc loyalties. This includes Japan, which, although clearly an ally of the US, may take a middle course between China and the US on certain issues. During the transition from “standing up” through “becoming prosperous” to “becoming strong”, China has gradually developed its own Indo-Pacific, or “Two-Ocean”, strategy. China’s north and west are relatively stable, while tensions in the east and south are more acute. The most important thing for China is to continue to grow stronger—it should wait until the time is ripe on the Taiwan issue, which may resolve itself without the need for military action, either through internal unrest in Taiwan or the US descending into chaos. — Distinguished Professor, Institute of International Studies, Fudan University (观察者网, 22 July).


7. Regional Policy



Zhang Yun (张云): Japan and the Philippines’ maritime-delimitation talks are less about drawing a boundary than about Tokyo’s attempting to move from subordination in the US system towards becoming a second centre of regional leadership alongside Washington. Tokyo is building direct links among American allies and “like-minded” states and Manila is an obvious partner because it is both a US treaty ally and a longstanding Japanese economic partner. The 2024 trilateral summit, Japan–Philippines Reciprocal Access Agreement and Japanese participation in Philippine exercises and live-fire anti-ship missile drills show that cooperation is moving from diplomacy towards operational military coordination. Japan’s rise to prominence can also reduce strategic costs for the US and under the Trump 2.0 framework, a new “US-Japan-Philippines-Australia” Quadrilateral Mechanism has promoted the deepening of strategic interaction between Japan and the Philippines. — Professor, Department of International Politics, School of International Relations, Nanjing University (中美聚焦, 6 July).
Mao Keji (毛克疾) and Mao Yaxin (毛雅欣): The Achille’s heel of India’s economic policy toward China is the paradox that it seeks to compete with China by utilising its capital, while simultaneously harbouring security concerns regarding Chinese investment. India has repeatedly oscillated between security anxieties, manufacturing ambitions and practical dependence, but guarding against Chinese investment has not yielded the expected results, with bilateral trade reaching new highs. This leaves India in the “double bind” of neither having reduced its dependence on China nor achieved its desired economic autonomy. Ultimately, India’s easing of approvals for Chinese investment in key industries does not mean it has abandoned its economic security logic. — Mao Keji, Associate Research Fellow, and Mao Yaxin, Research Assistant, International Cooperation Centre, National Development and Reform Commission (世界知识, Issue 13, 2026).
Wang Youming (王友明): Latin America’s rightward turn will complicate China’s position without dislodging it. Governments leaning towards Washington will still buy two “insurance policies”, of American political-security protection and Chinese economic support. The “Trump–Monroe doctrine” [唐罗主义] has become a coercive regional architecture, which combines military force and threats against Venezuela and Cuba with an “Americas Shield”—a critical-minerals alliance targeting the lithium triangle, a China-excluding “Silicon Peace Initiative” and open support for right-wing candidates. The consequences are already visible in Panama’s refusal to renew its Belt and Road memorandum, the revocation of a Chinese port concession and “cold politics, hot economics” under some right-wing governments. However, China remains difficult to replace as a commodity buyer, infrastructure provider and partner in the digitalisation and green development of mineral resources. — Senior Research Fellow, Department for World Peace and Security Studies, China Institute of International Studies (CIIS) (中美聚焦, 8 July).


8. AI & Tech 



Zhu Songchun (朱松纯): Through the grand narrative of an “AGI race” and a capital bubble, the United States has successfully siphoned global capital into its domestic AI industry—the bubble will eventually burst, but the infrastructure will remain in the United States. Meanwhile, China ranks among the world leaders in the number of papers published, but its ability to define problems and open up new paradigms remains far too weak—China must abandon the mentality of a “follower” and stop copying the United States’ narrative framework. The true height of technological competition is autonomy in thought and narrative—this is, in essence, a cultural competition, not merely a technological one. We must break our “faith in data” and understand clearly that intelligence is led by values, not driven by data. Here the thousand-year exploration and discussion of the “heart” in Chinese thought points towards an AGI technological path based on Eastern philosophy and wisdom. — Director, Beijing Institute for General Artificial Intelligence; Dean, School of Intelligence Science and Technology, Peking University (知识分子, 19 July).
Huang Ping (黄平): Chinese AI has won the battle of “good enough and cheap”, but not the battle of “the strongest”, and America’s current restraint is a matter of choice, not a matter of capacity. Chinese models meet functional requirements while offering extremely good value for money, but America dominates the high-end market. America’s political toolkit remains largely unopened—Domestically, American companies using Chinese AI could easily be incorporated into a stricter regulatory framework, while America’s influence over its global network of allies is far stronger than it has so far demonstrated. Faced with this largely foreseeable blockade, China must prepare in advance. The limits of China’s power mean the best path  is an indirect response, accelerating the depth of the global integration of its open-source ecosystem, focusing on the Global South and promoting local development of its weights. It should resist restricting foreign access to its strongest models. — Associate Professor and Assistant Dean, School of Public Policy; Deputy Director, Institute for International Affairs, Qianhai, CUHK-Shenzhen (大湾区评论, 15 July).


9. Society



Yao Yang (姚洋): Wang Hong’s Fields Medal shows what Chinese women can achieve, but the status of women in China is shrinking. In recent years, the space available for women to develop and flourish in China has shown signs of contraction. The socialist revolution launched a powerful movement for women’s liberation, and the number of women entering the workforce continued to grow with the transition to a market economy. However, the path for women into politics and public society is much narrower and within the senior cadre ranks there are only two female governors and no female provincial Party secretaries. Traditional thinking is returning, while overseas conservative thinking has also entered China, creating a trend of rejecting work to advance women’s rights. — Dean and Professor, Dishui Lake Advanced Finance Institute, Shanghai University of Finance and Economics (姚洋说, 29 July).
Zhou Lian (周濂) and Xu Jilin (许纪霖): Young Chinese are withdrawing from public life because repeated experiences of powerlessness have taught them that participation changes little. From the 1980s until around 2010, intellectuals and young people generally cared about public issues, but ten years ago, Chinese society underwent a significant change involving a turn towards the self and personal growth. Under the conditions of precarious and scarce employment, it is entirely understandable that young people treat “preserving the self” and “securing the present” as their primary objectives. Since reform and opening, those who received the greatest dividends were indeed the generations born in the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s. Among elites of this generation, the pathology is “dog-wisdom-ism” [狗智主义], meaning a cynicism that sees through hypocrisy but engages with it anyway, venting through irony rather than resistance. Meanwhile, China’s education system sets rules for children too early, limiting their creativity. — Zhou: Professor, School of Philosophy, Renmin University of China; Xu: Zijiang Scholar and Professor, Department of History, East China Normal University (许纪霖文化说, 13 July).
Dong Yue (董越): The mismatch between educational opportunity and job scarcity has produced a distinct group of graduate “squatting youth” [蹲族]—middle-class alumni of leading universities who remain outside of regular work, refusing jobs they regard as beneath the value of their education.  They are distinct from those “lying flat”—rather than rejecting intense competition, their  “squatting” is more strategic: through non-participation in employment, they resist competition they regard as unfair and standards of success they regard as alienating. Responses must move beyond the short-term logic of “forcing employment”. Structural and cultural problems require systematic solutions. Higher education should move from expansion based on scale towards high-quality development better adapted to economic needs and the government should improve social-security systems for freelancers, digital nomads and micro-entrepreneurs, providing low-cost environments for business incubation. — Faculty Member, School of International Education, Guangdong University of Finance (当代青年研究, 12 July).






Zhou Juan on The Social Costs of China’s Education System | (29 July)
Zhou Juan’s striking claim is that Chinese children suffer not from an “excess of self”, but from selves that have never been fully formed. Academic competition divides pupils into over-disciplined “good kids” and withdrawn “bad kids”, but both are deprived of the free play, sustained relationships and unstructured time needed to develop judgement, empathy and emotional resilience. The result, Zhou argues, is a generation whose inner lives become narrow enough to be dominated by grades, adult approval, phones or games. Today’s silent, fragile and mutually alienated pupils will become tomorrow’s university students and will shape the country’s future class structure, Zhou concludes. Read here



Shi Zhan on RMB Appreciation and Building a “Shadow China” Abroad (22 July)
Shi Zhan goes beyond a call for companies to invest overseas, setting out a wider architecture for China’s next phase of globalisation. His argument—including his suggestion that renminbi appreciation could attract foreign buyers of Chinese government bonds, giving Beijing additional fiscal resources with which to cushion the resulting employment pressures—is striking. But what makes the piece especially relevant to European policymakers is the tension between the emerging “Made with China” narrative and Shi’s frank admission that only the “front end” of Chinese manufacturing will move abroad. Read here



Investing in People—or Just More Things? | Economic Digest: June 2026 (14 July)
Last month’s economics digest examines whether “investing in people” signals genuine rebalancing or simply repackages the country’s long-standing preference for investment. Chinese economists connect weak demand with strained local finances, increasing reliance on government and SOE borrowing, depressed household incomes and property-sector damage. They debate remedies ranging from rural pensions and social security to debt restructuring and institutional reform. Read here



Justin Yifu Lin on Pessimism about the Chinese Economy  (9 July)
Justin Yifu Lin challenges three increasingly common diagnoses of China’s slowdown: state-sector overreach, demographic ageing and balance-sheet recession. He argues that weak growth stems primarily from the prolonged global slowdown since 2008, while state-backed infrastructure has supported private firms rather than displacing them. Education can keep “effective labour” rising despite ageing, and China’s vast household deposits suggest that weak consumption reflects confidence rather than insufficient resources. Notably, he treats pessimistic economic commentary itself as a cause of weak expectations. Read here



American Decline, Chinese Exposure | Digest: June 2026 (6 July)
June’s Chinese policy debate is confident about America’s relative decline, but less relaxed about the vulnerabilities accompanying China’s own rise. This digest tracks contrasting readings of Trump’s Taiwan policy, the US–Iran agreement, Europe’s growing resistance to Chinese exports and a new phase of firms “going out”. It also looks at North Korea’s nuclear status, Russia’s demographic contraction, weak domestic demand, AI-driven job disruption, social over-competition and dependence on overseas critical-mineral supplies. Read here



Zhang Jian on China, the EU and Russia “De-Risking” from the US (3 July)
Zhang Jian turns the language of “de-risking” back on Washington. China, Russia and Europe, Zhang argues, are simultaneously reducing their exposure to American finance, technology and security power, producing the effect of a collective response to US hegemony even without any formal coordination. Trump’s return has worsened Europe’s strategic position, improved Russia’s and expanded Beijing’s room for manoeuvre. Meanwhile, the digital euro, European defence autonomy and local-currency settlement all help weaken dollar dominance and bloc politics. Zhang likely overstates both Europe’s convergence with China and Russia and the deterioration of its transatlantic ties, but a CICIR vice-president treating Western fragmentation as an opening for China is a notable signal. Read here


N.B. Sinification features a broad spectrum of voices, ranging from conservative hawks and state propagandists to more moderate and liberal thinkers. Readers are encouraged to bear this diversity in mind when engaging with the content.

  Read full article: https://www.sinification.org/p/advantage-does-not-equal-victory

  
  


The end of the age of heroes


  
  
    The end of the age of heroes

    Noah Smith · Noahpinion · Aug 4, 2026 · 16 min read

  

  
I had a great-uncle who was a “human calculator”. It’s an odd, rare ability that allows people to multiply large numbers quickly in their heads. I remember using a hand calculator and seeing if my uncle could get it right without a tool faster than I could; more often than not, he could. 
Human calculators used to be very valuable as employees, back when calculation was done by hand. Today they’re just a curiosity. Technology came along and superseded that particular human ability, as it has so many others. The story of John Henry being superseded by the steam drill, or Paul Bunyan by the chainsaw, is a metaphor for the march of progress. In some cases, like Garry Kasparov or Lee Sedol losing to computers at chess and Go, the moment really happened. 
This week marked another important such moment in the history of man versus machine. OpenAI announced that its new model, Astra, managed to solve ten major outstanding problems in math and theoretical computer science. Here’s a simple explanation of the problems. The general consensus seems to be that these are extremely important, stunning breakthroughs. 
This does not mean that computers are now capable of doing every kind of math better than humans can. Some people have argued that AI is good at results where the solution can be found by reading the entire literature and combining existing insights — exactly the kind of thing you might expect a computer to be superhuman at — but still not as good as humans at making truly novel leaps of insight. This may represent a real, general limitation of LLMs’ capabilities — as Tom Zahavy of Google DeepMind put it, it may still be the case that “LLMs can’t jump.”
But the trend line is becoming clearer. The University of Toronto’s Daniel Litt, one of the most prominent skeptics of AI’s potential for frontier math research, recently conceded a major bet about what AI could do:

Litt appears to no longer believe that there is any important type of math that AI won’t soon be able to do, writing: “The models don’t yet seem able to do certain kinds of high quality research, but I also expect this is a matter of (not too much) time.” 
Some mathematicians have reacted to this development with despair. Kirwin Hampshire’s post is probably the most evocative and the most well-read:
Ossuary Lost at Sea
The Dark Night of Mathematics

I am going insane. During the last week or so LLMs have produced a number of counterexamples to significant long-standing conjectures. I will not recount these happenings here, there are many places where you can find the details…
Read more
a month ago · 1148 likes · 361 comments · Kirwin Hampshire

He writes:
I am suffering a profound spiritual crisis due to these developments. I have been screaming internally for days. It feels as though I am living inside of a nightmare…For me, the affective quality of learning mathematics is empathetically tethered to an act of discovery and creation…If The Library of Babel existed, would authors continue to write books?…
Perhaps I shouldn’t tell you this, but my aim is to be open: These developments have triggered some deranged thoughts in me. I have wondered if it is the express goal of these companies to make me kill myself…The story of human discovery and the triumph of the human spirit will soon be excised from this discipline…[T]he process of prompting novel proofs will be as auraless as ordering doordash. Watch as magic and mystery evaporate. Watch as the sun sets on our heroic age…
There is nothing I can do. There may be nothing you can do. I have no prescriptions, policy recommendations, or coherent call to action. I just want to be honest and open about my emotional and spiritual response. I want to feel seen….I need the architects of our new mathematical paradigm to look me in the eye and acknowledge our shared humanity and soul before they deliver the coup de grâce.

Math PhD student Tasmin Chu, meanwhile, urges a more confrontational path, calling on mathematicians to avoid working with AI companies and to aggressively preserve the way that math research is currently done. This seems extremely unlikely (and would fail if it were attempted), but it demonstrates the depth of emotion out there. 
Even the mathematicians who don’t share Hampshire’s despair have expressed alarm at the sudden disruption of their profession. The entire way that mathematical research works — training grad students, working on problems, collaborating with colleagues, building theories — is going to have to be overhauled. 
I’m not a mathematician; I never have been. I can’t fully understand what mathematicians are going through right now. But I do have a few thoughts on what AI’s supersession of human mathematics research means for our species, so I thought I might as well share those. Some of these ideas are a little vague and half-formed, and for that I apologize in advance. 
Heroism has to change
Humans have always valued standout individual achievement — heroism. We pride ourselves on being able to do what no one else could have done, and we heap status and respect on people who make standout achievements. But this was always a little bit of an illusion; most of what we did was always a collective enterprise. Workers work in teams, and those teams rely not just on the resources of their organizations, but on the smooth operation of a whole network of other teams and organizations all over the world. Even the most heroic entrepreneur stands on the shoulders of a vast number of workers; Elon Musk could not build a rocket, nor could Jeff Bezos create Amazon Web Services. And neither SpaceX nor Amazon could have been built in Somalia. 
We always bridled at being reminded of this; when Obama told entrepreneurs “You didn’t build that”, he was making the anodyne point that organizations and institutions matter, but people still got very mad. We motivate ourselves with our own sense of heroism, and to be reminded that we’re cogs in a machine greater than ourselves makes life seem a little less meaningful. 
The scientific enterprise was also always mostly a collective one. If you look at what almost any scientist does, they’re simply adding a little bit of data to our pool of collective knowledge. Almost all research is incremental stuff — a slightly novel experiment, a little wrinkle in an existing theory — and many published research findings are false, and yet the scientific enterprise collectively gropes its way toward the truth. Even Nobel prize winners are often just managers of huge teams of researchers who never get gold medals or get to give speeches in Stockholm. 
In essence, humans were always what we now call edge compute — little devices that reported data back to a central world-mind. Except the world-mind we reported to wasn’t a computer; it was society itself — the network of corporations, governments, universities, and human networks that disseminated human knowledge and coordinated our actions. We started off by learning pieces of what the world-mind already knew (i.e. education). Then we walked around and saw slightly different things, had different experiences, chewed on tiny bits of bigger problems, gathered a little new data, and so on. 
We mixed our tiny bits of unique experience with what we learned from the world-mind, and the resulting product was slightly novel because our individual experiences were unique. Then we reported this slightly-novel mix back to the world-mind — with scientific papers, PowerPoint presentations, office conversations, memos, and so on. The world-mind reassimilated our contribution, and learned, and grew a little bit wiser. 
But there were a few of us who really did get to be heroes — or at least, a bit more heroic than the rest. Whether because of greater raw ability, or a luckily unique perspective, there were some people who could do things that the entire rest of the world couldn’t do. There are examples from politics and business and art, but there was always something special about the heroes of mathematical theory. Isaac Newton invented calculus and classical mechanics all by himself. Grigori Perelman, sitting in his little room in Russia, solved a famous math problem that had bedeviled the entire profession for decades. Andrew Wiles did something similar a generation earlier.
These advances weren’t done ex nihilo, of course — every great discoverer and inventor stood on the shoulders of proverbial giants. But in mathematical theory there was almost always some nub of hard work, some brilliant leap of genius, that belonged to one person alone. Some part of the excitement of becoming a mathematician surely had to do with the dream of becoming one of those heroes, without whom a great discovery simply couldn’t have been made.  
But that heroism was necessary because of an inherent limitation in the way the old world-mind was built. Society is far more complex than any single human, but it requires individual communication in order to transmit ideas. A mathematical theorem has to be expressed in terms that one grad student can learn, or one professor can teach to another. This meant that every idea that got added to the collective ultimately had to be comprehensible by a single human being.1 Which meant that it had to be initially conceived of by a single human being as well. The people who conceived of those almost-impossible-to-conceive ideas were our heroes, and mathematicians were perhaps the most heroic among them. 
We normally think of AI as something that replaces a single human worker, but I think that’s the wrong way to think of it. AI is really a new world-mind — a technology that takes the accumulated findings of individual humans (or robots, or other sensors) and integrates them into a general picture of the world. AI uses all of human knowledge as its training data; each time one of us reports a new scientific finding or expresses a new perspective, that adds to AI’s knowledge and understanding of the world. This is what people mean when they say to “write for the AIs”, but in fact every scientist and every businessperson is just writing for the AIs now, whether they intend to or not. 
(I actually think of a financial analogy here. Before the crash of 2008, most financial derivatives — the complex CDOs and such that ended up being involved in the crisis — were traded over-the-counter, by people calling up other people and selling them products. After the Dodd-Frank legislation, trading of most derivatives shifted to central clearinghouses. The shift from human organizations to AI as our coordinating superintelligence feels a little like the shift from OTC information exchange to a central clearinghouse.)
But unlike human society, AI doesn’t need heroic human geniuses. Its ability to understand complex ideas is not limited by the ability of a single human brain to apprehend, intuit, or communicate those ideas. The information bottlenecks that our greatest mathematicians were able to slightly widen have now been done away with completely — or will be soon. 
That doesn’t mean human scientists and thinkers have become irrelevant. At least for now, AI still requires us to provide the role of edge compute. We go out into the world, discover new facts, mix them with our unique individual experiences to form new perspectives, and communicate all this back to the AI world-mind. For most people — even most scientists — this is basically the same thing they were doing before, except instead of a group of their colleagues at a seminar, they’ll be reporting their findings to AI. 
And for lots of scientists, AI’s mathematical prowess is going to open up a new golden age. Math was always one of the hardest parts of science; it’s something our brains aren’t naturally adapted to. Now that constraint is alleviated. Economists don’t have to worry about wracking their brains writing theory sections; they can focus on getting data and understanding empirical results. Przemek Chojecki writes: 
From a perspective of science or mathematics (not mathematicians), this is the best time ever. AI will lead us to the new age of mathematical discoveries and boost science progress 100x.

Whether it’s 100x or 1.5x remains to be seen, of course. But the point is that people for whom mathematics is an input to understanding the world, rather than an output, just gained access to an incredibly powerful tool that makes their lives much easier. For most people, math was always a burden, like stamping metal or drilling holes. Now that burden has been alleviated by machines. 
At least until systems of robots and sensors eliminate the need for human research labor, most scientists will get to be a little more heroic than before. They’ll be like the characters in Star Trek — exploring the unknown with the aid of unfathomably powerful machines. 
But mathematicians, and anyone else whose sense of accomplishment came from being the indispensable solvers of hard theoretical problems, will have to learn to get their sense of self-worth and accomplishment from other sources. Jacob Tsimerman, who just won the Fields Medal and promptly took a job at OpenAI, sums it up:
I do not do mathematics only to find truth. I do it largely because I enjoy it and I am good at it. I also find it beautiful and am grateful I get to spend my days understanding beautiful things. But I enjoy the challenge, the process, resolving confusions, finding strategies, grappling with problems…There are many people whose primary enjoyment of math comes through problem solving in one of its incarnations. If that disappears, that is not a trivial issue and many of them might not want to do it anymore.

So what will mathematicians do in the new AI age?
Mathematicians after the age of heroes
First of all, let me say that I do not think AI will take mathematicians’ jobs. I sometimes say that it will, but this is a joke. Even if AI is able to do 100% of what mathematicians do today, I believe that mathematicians will continue to be employed, as mathematicians, if they want. 
The reason is that mathematicians, as a class of people, are actually incredibly cheap. The sum total of all of the salaries of academic mathematicians in the U.S. is maybe $4-5 billion dollars at most. That’s a rounding error on our GDP — it’s about what we spend on bowling alleys, or Halloween candy. And to be brutally honest, only a few of those are actually doing frontier research — most are employed mainly as teachers. On top of that, it’s an open question whether most of the frontier mathematical research being done by the very best mathematicians is actually producing value for money in economic terms — other than some cryptography and the occasional physics application, there isn’t much use for most frontier math. 
In other words, we already employ most mathematicians because we think human understanding of math, even without industrial applications, is inherently worthwhile. That isn’t likely to change in the age of AI. Even if AI “discovers” a vast number of new mathematical results, most people won’t care; what will be important is that some human understands what AI has discovered. And yes, our society — which AI will make even richer than it is now — will be willing to pay the pittance it costs to keep human mathematicians employed as professional math-understanders. For the overwhelming majority of people, that situation will feel no different than what prevails today. 
This is actually a point a lot of people have been making:

Just because you press a button and make AI solve a problem doesn’t mean you understand the solution, and it doesn’t mean you immediately have an idea of what other problems you’d like solved. Mathematicians have been given an incredible new tool to understand the world — like miners getting hydraulic excavators or powered drills — and since the amount of math out there to be discovered is probably infinite, using that tool will take a lot of work. 
For those mathematicians whose sense of wonder and meaning comes primarily from learning new things — who do math to “find truth”, in Jacob Tsimerman’s words — life will only improve. And while that won’t be as heroic of a job as what math research used to be, it’ll still be a prestigious one, because most humans will still be unable to do it. Even if any high school kid can press a button and solve the Riemann Hypothesis, the output will just be gobbeldygook to them. 
And mathematicians who enjoy the extreme mental difficulty of math will still get to enjoy it. AI will make any given math problem a lot easier to solve, and it’s generally a lot easier to understand a solution than to find one. But AI will also come up with — and will allow humans to come up with — much harder problems than have been created so far. There will be problems so difficult that even understanding AI’s solutions will be as hard for a human as solving the Jacobian Conjecture without the aid of a machine. 
As for people who just intrinsically enjoy the old way of discovering math, this will turn into a hobby, or a sport. Just as there are still sprinters even though humans can’t outrun cars, there will still be mathletes. And just as there are still woodworkers even though machines can probably do a better job, there will still be smart people who try to solve math problems without the aid of AI. 
So mathematicians will still be able to get paid to do math. They’ll still be able to learn new things, have fun, and get respect from society. The only thing they’ll really lack is heroism — the knowledge that their own special, rare natural abilities alleviate a key bottleneck to human flourishing. 
But that’s not so bad, really. Most people never get the chance to be heroes. Truck drivers don’t. Financial advisers don’t. Executive assistants don’t. They have to find meaning just from being regular people — from taking care of their kids, having friends, having hobbies, joining civic organizations, getting involved in politics, and so on. It’s not such a terrible fate.


1Well, maybe not. Society can handle ideas more complex than a single human can understand, but those ideas have to be able to be broken down into pieces that a single human brain can comprehend. 



  Read full article: https://www.noahpinion.blog/p/the-end-of-the-age-of-heroes

  
  


Why Spider-Man is so important to the culture


  
  
    Why Spider-Man is so important to the culture

    Kahlil Greene · History Can't Hide · Aug 3, 2026 · 10 min read

  

  Spider-Man: Brand New Day hit theaters on July 31, and over three days American audiences have bought $360 million in tickets, the largest domestic opening weekend ever. Destin Daniel Cretton directed the film, the fourth to star Tom Holland as Peter Parker. Spider-Man occupies his place in American culture because of what Stan Lee and Steve Ditko did in 1962. They made a teenager the lead in a superhero comic at a moment when American officials described teenagers as an incoming crime wave and pointed to comic books as one of the causes.

How Americans Invented the “Teenager”
Americans first used the word “teen-ager” in print in the early 1900s, though it barely appeared in the popular press before the Second World War. Changes in schooling and in household money made the category real. Between 1920 and 1936, the share of American teenagers enrolled in high school more than doubled, moving from about 30 percent to more than 60 percent. Young people who once worked beside their parents now spent their days with each other, and they developed customs of their own, largely outside adult supervision. After the war, rising wages and smaller families left teenagers with money to spend, and marketers began to treat them as a category of customer. In 1957, a New York Times critic described the result as a leisure class of the young.



I’m fighting to document stories like this before they get dismissed or erased entirely, and I need your help!
With no corporate backing or wealthy sponsors, this work depends entirely on readers like you.
If everyone reading this became a paid subscriber, I could investigate these warning signs full-time, but right now less than 5% of my followers are paid subscribers.
If you believe in journalism that tracks the canaries leaving our coal mine when others look away, please consider a paid subscription today!


Fears About Juvenile Crime
In 1953, J. Edgar Hoover, director of the Federal Bureau of Investigation, published a report warning of “an appalling increase in the number of crimes” that teenagers would commit in the years ahead. In 1955, President Dwight Eisenhower used his State of the Union address to ask Congress for legislation that would help states handle the problem. Hollywood studios released Blackboard Jungle and Rebel Without a Cause that same year, and both films portrayed the teenager as a danger.

Officials who worked with young offenders described them in terms that pointed at class as much as at crime. In 1952, John Gittins, who ran a Home Office assessment center for young offenders in England, published Approved School Boys, an account of the boys courts sent to him. He wrote about their cramped homes and their small vocabularies, and he located the cause of their offending in weak family life. Officials labeled children from poor families as "delinquents."
Comic Books on Trial
In 1948, Americans bought between 80 million and 100 million comic books every month, and a survey in 1944 found that 95 percent of American boys between six and eleven read them. Church groups and parent organizations argued that the books glorified violence and produced delinquents, and some towns held public burnings in the late 1940s.
In 1954, psychiatrist Fredric Wertham published Seduction of the Innocent, which argued that comic books were a leading cause of juvenile crime. Wertham built his reputation on serious work, including a low-cost psychiatric clinic in Harlem and research on the harm segregation did to children that lawyers used in Brown v. Board of Education. Researchers who reexamined his evidence decades later found that he misrepresented his evidence.
In April 1954, the Senate Judiciary Committee’s Subcommittee to Investigate Juvenile Delinquency held two days of hearings on comic books. Wertham testified that crime comics taught children how to commit crimes. William Gaines, the publisher of EC Comics, testified the same afternoon and told Senator Estes Kefauver that a cover showing a severed head met his standard of good taste for a horror comic. The New York Times printed the exchange the next morning.

That September, publishers formed the Comics Magazine Association of America and adopted the Comics Code Authority, a list of 41 standards. New York City judge Charles Murphy administered it. His reviewers rejected 126 of the first 440 comics they studied and required changes to 5,656 drawings. Distributors refused to carry books without the seal, so a voluntary code functioned as law. The number of titles published fell from 650 in 1954 to 250 in 1956, and more than 800 people who made comics lost their work.
The code protected adults and the institutions they ran. Police officers and judges could never appear in a way that created disrespect for established authority, and good had to defeat evil in every story. In 1956, Murphy objected to an EC story whose astronaut hero turned out to be a Black man, and he said he would approve it if the artist removed the sweat from the astronaut’s face. Gaines published it without the change. Historians disagree about how far the code kept Black characters out of comics, and the historian Brian Puaca points out that Black characters appeared in code-approved books throughout the period.
Marvel Publishes a Teenager
In 1961, Martin Goodman, who owned the company that became Marvel Comics, learned that a rival publisher had found success with a superhero team, and he told his editor Stan Lee to produce one. Lee and artist Jack Kirby made Fantastic Four, which reached newsstands in November 1961. Lee’s third new character was Spider-Man, and Goodman objected to him. Goodman told Lee that readers hated spiders and that a teenager belonged beside an older hero rather than in front of one. Goodman wanted a handsome, popular hero without so many problems.
Until that point, American superheroes were adults, and never limited by money. Bruce Wayne inherited a fortune and paid for everything Batman used. Reed Richards built the rocket that gave the Fantastic Four their powers. Clark Kent earned a newspaper salary, but no Superman story hinged on whether he could cover his bills. Teenagers worked as sidekicks in that market, and Bob Kane created Robin in 1940 to give young readers a junior partner to follow while Batman did the work.

Lee put the character in the last issue of Amazing Fantasy, a title Marvel already planned to cancel, cover-dated August 1962. Kirby drew a first version that Lee rejected, and Ditko drew the eleven-page story that ran. Peter Parker was a poor orphan who lived with his aunt and uncle in Queens. After a radioactive spider bit him, he used his new powers to compete in wrestling matches for prize money. He let a thief run past him at a television studio because stopping the thief paid him nothing. Days later, that thief killed his uncle.
Money kept driving the stories after 1962. Peter sold photographs of himself in costume to J. Jonah Jameson, the newspaper publisher who ran editorials against Spider-Man, because Aunt May needed medicine and Peter had no other income.
Marvel printed the story with the code seal on the cover. Amazing Fantasy no. 15 outsold everything else Marvel published that year, and Goodman authorized a monthly title in March 1963. Spider-Man was the first teenage superhero to carry a book instead of assisting an adult, and the first whose stories whose stories were driven by financial struggle.
What Followed the Code
In 1971, Lee wrote a three-issue story for The Amazing Spider-Man about a friend of Peter Parker who used drugs. The Comics Code Authority rejected it. Lee asked Goodman to publish the issues anyway, Marvel printed them without the seal, and the authority loosened several rules in response. American adults moved the argument to television and later to video games, and comic book publishers regained the room the code took.

The audience that set a box office record last weekend watched a character Lee and Ditko built while a federal police chief and a Senate subcommittee told American parents that their children were turning into criminals and that comic books were teaching them how. Spider-Man’s story resonates today because Lee and Ditko wrote him as the hero of the story and gave him rent to pay and an aunt to look after, which rejected the premise adults held about young people in 1962.
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  Superforecasting is the art/science/sport of predicting the future - for example, who will win elections, which countries will fight wars, when key technologies will be discovered. Over the past few years, it went from an obscure academic subfield to a multibillion dollar industry in the form of prediction markets. More recently, AI superforecasters have come close to the accuracy of top humans, and their performance is rising rapidly. In a year or two, we’ll see one of the following patterns:

Either humans have already come close to some fundamental limit on the predictability of world events - in which case AIs will plateau at or slightly above the human level - or the trend line will continue until AIs are far beyond top humans. By analogy to superintelligence, the natural term for the second situation would be “superforecasting”; since that’s already in use, we can cringely call it “ultraforecasting”.
Daniel Reeves1 makes the case for scenario A here. He describes a study he coauthored in 2010, which found that, on a variety of questions related to sports games and movie box office receipts2, prediction markets only outperformed simple boring statistical models by 3-6%. Maybe those statistical models are close to the best that it’s possible to do; the rest is what the mathematicians call aleatoric uncertainty - irreducible complexity downstream of chaotic systems that entirely resist modeling.
He could be right. This post isn’t meant to be a decisive refutation, but rather a description of why I’m still about 70-30 expecting Scenario B.
Slightly Contra Goel, Reeves, et al
Reeves’ study claims that the prediction markets of 2010 only beat dumb statistical models by 3% (for sports) to 6% (for movies).
But these percentages aren’t real win-loss percentages; they’re variation in a quantity called root mean-squared error. One way to get a feel for this quantity is that the dumb statistical model for sports (home team advantage + win-loss record) beat an even dumber statistical model (home team advantage only) by 0.8 percentage points, and the prediction market beat the first (better) statistical model by another 0.4 pp. So the effect of going from a statistical model to a prediction market is half as large as the effect of knowing which two teams were playing and how good they are! On this metric, the prediction markets are a vast improvement over previous state-of-the-art.

Why can we frame this same result as either very small or very large? 
Sports are optimized against prediction3. If there were a fully predictable sport (eg heightball, where all athletes line up in a row and the tallest one wins), nobody would watch it. Instead, we go to absurd lengths to keep the outcome uncertain. Salary caps, draft systems, etc try to ensure that all teams have exactly equal talent. Commercial incentives and ceiling effects ensure that they have exactly equal training. Then an exactly-equal number of these exactly-equally-talented-and-trained people are placed in exactly-identical positions on a perfectly-symmetrical field and told to hit/kick/throw a ball which is placed exactly equidistant between both of them. It’s funny for me to describe it this way, because obviously this is what we want (to “keep things fair”), but it’s all designed for prediction-resistance. Given the difficulty of the domain, even very large relative advances in prediction look small in absolute terms.
Maybe we should look at Reeves’ other example, movie box office receipts. Here the markets did slightly better, getting a 6% improvement. But isn’t this still low?
Box office receipts differ by orders of magnitude (some movies make $100,000, others make $100 million), so the paper puts this on a log scale. 6% improvement on a log scale is already starting to sound pretty good.
And again, it all ends up coming down to what we compare it to. Here the super-dumb model is that all movies make $8.1 million, the takings of the exact average movie. The slightly-less-dumb model then adds the number of screens that the movie is showing on and the amount of Google search traffic for the movie! For example, a random indie film might be showing on three screens in the entire country, and a Disney blockbuster might be showing on ten thousand. The challenge the paper gives prediction markets is to significantly improve on knowing whether a film is an indie film or a Disney blockbuster, plus knowing how many people are interested in seeing it, and it has to do this on a log scale! No wonder the relative improvement number comes out looking slightly anemic.

I would summarize this section as: we shouldn’t expect miracles, but this doesn’t rule out further normal-sized gains4.
Applying The Non-Miracle Rule To Geopolitics
Let’s return to the picture we looked at above:

This graph is loosely based on Metaculus’ AIs vs. humans results:

…and these are mostly on geopolitical questions. What can Reeves’ model tell us about these?
In one sense, it can already be proven not to apply. In the sports analysis, the spread between base rate (guessing 50% on everything) and smart humans (the prediction markets) was 0.04 Brier score points.
But on Metaculus, the spread between base rate and smart humans (Metaculus Pro Forecasters) is 0.13 Brier points. So Metaculus’ superforecasters have already removed 3x more uncertainty than a naive port of Reeves’ model would suggest exists!
Here we return to the idea of sports as a uniquely unpredictable domain. To give a trivial example, the easiest sports question (will the best team in the league beat the worst team in the league?) might still only be 90-10 (upsets happen). But the easiest geopolitical question (maybe “will the US bomb Canada in the next month?”) could easily be 99-1 or more. So it’s unsurprising that geopolitics forecasters easily beat Reeves’ supposed upper bound.
What would a non-naive port of Reeves’ model say about geopolitics, where we try to import broad lessons rather than specific numbers? We might conclude that prediction markets somewhat improve on other state-of-the-art forecasting methods in determining whether the US will bomb Iran this year. But they would find that the magnitude of that improvement was relatively low compared to knowing other things, like whether the country we’re talking about is Iran or Canada.
Yes, this is dumb and trivial, which is a corollary of the original sports results being dumb and trivial. Again, all we’ve learned so far is not to expect miracles.
There might be more interesting variation here. Consider a question like “Will AI take most human jobs by 2050?” Here it seems like if you were a supergenius who really understood AI, you could predict whether scaling laws would continue to hold, and have a good sense of whether AGI is within easy reach. And if you were a supergenius who really understood economics, you could model whether cheap AI labor would be a complement or substitute to human work. So a question like this one might be the opposite of a sports game, and have almost no aleatoric uncertainty - maximally smart predictors could know almost5 everything that there is to know about it. 
For the rest of this post, we’ll ignore all of this and think of geopolitical forecasting as a formless mass easily represented by summary statistics.
Anchors For Possible Non-Miraculous Gains
What would “non-miraculous” progress on Metaculus’ graph look like? Let’s start by re-examining the AIs vs. superforecasters graph from the last post:

Dan Schwarz of FutureSearch6 has added the scaffolded models:

The vertical axis’ “forecasting score” is an Elo-like construct with GPT-4’s forecasting ability fixed as zero, and the following other reference points7 (all approximate, some guessed via napkin-math8):
	Random chance (50% on every binary question): -20

	Average human: 0

	Best out-of-the-box AI: 20

	Wisdom of crowds: 25

	Best AI superforecaster: 30

	Professional human superforecasters: 35

	Various prediction markets: 25 - 50?

	World’s best forecasting team, under optimal conditions: 40 - 509

	Perfect score: 10010


How can we predict the logical limit on forecasting? Although we can’t do this convincingly, in the spirit of Cotra 2020, let’s set some “anchors” and see where they land us.
Anchor 1: What if best human → AI superforecaster was the same level of advance as dumb model → prediction market?
Reeves’ implicit point is that gains from seemingly-exciting new technologies are small (in his study, 3-6% of RMSE). What if the advantage of an AI over a human forecaster was of the same magnitude?
We can convert Reeves’ RMSE into something called a Brier Score, and then convert the Brier Score into the Metaculus Score above. When we do that, we find that AIs would max out at a Metaculus score of 56. 
Anchor 2: What if best human → AI superforecaster was the same level of advance as professional superforecaster → Samotsvety?
In 2010, we probably would have guessed that 35 (“various professional superforecasters”) was near max possible forecasting performance. 
Since then, more people have joined the forecasting world, allowing us to find superstars who perform better than the previous stars, and the community has produced some tools and algorithms to support their work. Samotsvety, a team of well-practiced superstars using good tools, consistently beats “ordinary” superforecasters. If AIs beat Samotsvety by the same amount Samotsvety beat the 2010-era SOTA, according to Samotsvety’s own (generous) accounting, then they would max out at a Metaculus score of 65.
Anchor 3: What if best human → AI superforecaster was the same level of advance as human → AI chessmaster?
AI first beat the human champion at chess in 1997. Since then, it’s continued improving, and is now far beyond any possibility of human catch-up.
This alone doesn’t help us much. We want to know how close to optimal chess play top humans are. If they’re 99% of the way, but AIs are 99.9% of the way, that still could look like AIs beating humans every time.
But we can translate this into an objective space by looking at handicap. When AI first beat humans, its lead was fragile; a one-pawn handicap was enough to restore human supremacy. Since then, it’s been gradually getting better, and is now up to a 2.4 pawn handicap. It’s been a bit slower in achieving the third pawn than in the first or second, but not too much slower, and it’s too soon to say with certainty that it’s starting to plateau. 

So it seems top human play is at least 2.4 pawns (let’s round this off to 3 pawns, since we have no reason to think we’ve reached the plateau11) short of optimum. What would it mean if top human forecasters were “three pawns” short of logical limits?
(some of my draft readers argued that chess is an almost optimal domain for AI - it can self-play millions of times for training data - and forecasting is much harder. I agree, but I don’t think that matters here - we’re not talking about how practical it is to create superforecaster AIs, we’re talking about what chess can teach us about the degree to which top humans approach optimal play.)
A three pawn handicap in chess is about 3x the difference between the world champion and a average grandmaster. If we round that off to 3x the difference between Samotsvety and Metaculus Pro Forecasters, the AI tops out around 85.
So What?
We sure have made a lot of claims about Metaculus Peer Forecasting scores, a number that approximately nobody cares about. How much real-life performance gain should we expect from max-possible AIs?
Consider a prediction market, currently at 50%, dominated by players somewhere between Metaculus Pro Forecaster-level skill and Samotsvety-level skill. And suppose that the market was about an event which would, in fact, happen. How confident would each of these max-possible-AIs, on average, be on the market?
Score 56:  54%
Score 65:  56%
Score 85:  62%
So these max-possible AIs would improve the accuracy of prediction markets by 4 - 12 percentage points.
This might sound disappointing - moving from 50% chance to 54% chance is hardly Nostradamus-level prescience. But I would actually be very excited by this. When I check something I care about on Polymarket, I usually have a decent sense of how likely it is. I’m not sure whether there’s a 55% chance or a 75% chance of Anthropic being worth more than OpenAI next year, but I know it’s not 10% or 90%. I visit Polymarket to see whether it’s more like 55% or 75%. On that metric, improving by 4% - let alone 12% - is actually pretty exciting.
I find these numbers more interesting than the worn-out debate over whether AIs or humans have reached the “max” and whether “perfect forecasting is impossible in principle”. It should be uncontroversial that the max is somewhere above current levels, even if only a fraction of a percent (for example, because even the best human forecaster sometimes has a bad day). And it should be uncontroversial that even the best possible forecaster can’t get 100% on everything (because you could ask questions about quantum effects that are unpredictable even in principle). Now that we’ve demonstrated that the answer will be some particular number, we can get to debating what number it is. If AI gives gains similar to past technologies, it could be between 4-12 %pp on prediction markets. Of course, if AI is much worse or better than past technologies, it could be some totally different amount.
Most people don’t have an intuitive sense of what 4-12 %pp on prediction markets buys you. I admit I sometimes blend together how confident I should be in an estimate by a professional superforecaster and how confident I should be in an estimate by Samotsvety, even though that’s a similarly-large difference. Probably all of this pales into insignificance compared to the gains we could get by switching from our current strategy of making decisions based on vibes and ballroom-related-bribery to listening to markets and forecasters at all12.
And that 4-12 %pp is only the headline number. A forecaster who is that much better at prediction markets would also be better at crafting good policy, or at identifying unknown unknowns (eg spotting the risk of a coronvirus-style pandemic even if this was otherwise so far off the radar that nobody had thought to write a prediction market question about it). Smarter important-question-identifiers and smarter forecasters together would provide a joint advantage greater than the benefit of either alone, and smarter policy-crafters could compound on this by turning that knowledge into useful action.
All of this keeps me excited about AI superforecasters, even though I don’t expect miracles.
1Thanks to Daniel for looking over a draft of this post and making helpful suggestions.


2This experiment would be illegal to conduct today.


3Reeves et al argue against this interpretation in their paper:
That the poor discrimination of the baseline model carries so small a penalty in terms of RMSE is due in part to specific features of the NFL (e.g., salary caps) that ensure that most games are played between closely matched teams, and hence are decided with probabilities close to 50%. In other words, although the baseline model does perform poorly for high and low probability events, the relative rarity of such events means that it is not penalized much for these failures. One might therefore suspect that in domains (such as policy analysis) where events are not designed to be coin tosses, and where possibly the predictions of greatest interest may be for extreme probability events, less discriminating methods would perform correspondingly worse than they do here. To test this idea, we recomputed the RMSE of the six prediction methods exclusively for lopsided pairings between “winning” teams (that have won at least 9 of their past 16 games) and “losing” teams (lost at least 9 of 16). This subset comprises 37% of the data. As expected, the baseline model performed worse on these games (RMSE increased from 14.5 to 15.1 points), but RMSE of the TradeSports and Vegas markets, Probability Sports, and the win-loss model were approximately unchanged, at 13.0, 13.2, 13.4, and 13.5, respectively. Thus, even for these more extreme events, we find prediction markets again have only a small advantage over conventional forecasting methods.

I’m not really convinced, because I think the difference between the geopolitical data discussed later in this article and Reeves’ sports data does genuinely show that the sports forecasting must be harder.


4Reeves paper argues that the prediction markets of 2010 were little better than simple models. But prediction markets have grown a lot since then. I asked Claude Code to replicate the study using modern sports bets on Polymarket and Kalshi. It claimed to find almost exactly the same results Reeves did, suggesting no progress even with orders of magnitude greater prediction market volume. I wasn’t able to follow its reasoning and can’t vouch for it.


5There would be boring exceptions - for example, if an asteroid struck Earth and wiped out the AI industry.


6Which is an obvious conflict of interest, but he’s working from publicly available information and I trust him. Thanks to Dan for looking over a draft of this post and making helpful suggestions.


7The graph is logarithmic transform, meaning that going from -20 to 0 represents more genuine forecasting progress than going from 0 to +20. In theory this removes exactly the signal we’re looking for. But most of the transformation happens below zero, and we won’t be talking about that region, so we’ll nervously keep using this system rather than translate everything to some other space.


8And the napkin math was increasingly reliant on AI inputs. There’s a slight risk this whole post is downstream of AI psychosis; I asked some smart people to proofread it, but probably they just asked their own AIs.


9The statistics on Samotsvety’s Track Record page suggest 50, but the Track Record page is something of an advertisement, and although they report objective numbers, they have some leeway about which numbers to report. A reviewer suggested that in messier real-world conditions, the number would be more like 40.


10By coincidence and generous rounding, not definition.


11Fable seems extremely convinced that it’s impossible for any AI to ever play chess so well that it could win with a queen (=8 pawn) handicap, unless you could somehow encode adversarial-examples-relative-to-the-human-brain onto a chessboard. It thinks that optimum play probably plateaus at a 3-5 pawn advantage over human grandmasters. Fable wasn’t able to explain this to me in a way that made sense, but I know nothing about chess, so my incomprehension shouldn’t be taken too seriously.


12A reviewer with minimal inside information but generally good judgment suggests that AI companies are already making strategic decisions based on advice from unreleased internal models, which is somewhat terrifying.
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This is a nasty story.
In 2023, Jason Arday made international news for becoming, at age 37, the youngest black professor in the history of Cambridge University. It wasn’t just that, though. Arday had a really remarkable background. Raised on a council estate in south London, Arday was, in his account, diagnosed at age three with autism and global development delay and didn’t speak until he was 11. At that point, something “clicked,” as he has put it, but he wouldn’t read or write until he was 18.
Then, Arday really applied himself. By age 30, he obtained a Ph.D. in Educational Studies from Liverpool John Moores University, and, according to his official biography, worked at Roehampton, Durham, and Glasgow before being appointed to a highly prestigious professorship at Cambridge. In his spare time, Arday was an ultra long-distance runner, in 2010 completing 30 marathons in 35 days and over two decades raising £5.5 million for charity.
It’s a beautiful story—Arday himself for the documentary “Great Big Story” said of his life, “Wouldn’t it be the most ridiculous story ever told?”—and it’s about to be commemorated in a memoir that Simon & Schuster UK is releasing later this month.
The only problem is that large portions of it may not be true.
In 2023, only months after his appointment at Cambridge, a pair of academics, Dave Harris and Martyn Hammersley, raised concerns to Cambridge, to Liverpool John Moores, and to different journals Arday had published in about the academic integrity of Arday’s work. Two of the journals issued corrections. Cambridge replied that the issues preceded Arday’s hiring and therefore were not within Cambridge’s “remit” to investigate. Liverpool John Moores, for its part, has issued a statement that the university in 2025 conducted a “confidential procedure” in response to the allegations and that “Professor Arday’s PhD still stands.”




In 2025, the Times Higher Education spiked an article about the allegations against Arday after Arday enlisted the defamation law firm Carter-Ruck to send a letter to the publication. But last month, Nathan Cofnas, a former Fellow at Cambridge, published a post on Substack that blew the Arday story wide open. Using the plagiarism detector Copyleaks, Cofnas found over 30 cases of “substantial overlap” in Arday’s Ph.D. dissertation with the previously-published dissertation of Paula Zwozdiak-Myers, many of them long chunks of verbatim copying, as well as verbatim copying from other sources. Cofnas went through ten other papers of Arday’s, taken from Arday’s own list of “principal and recent publications,” and found significant issues, including plagiarism, in at least four of them. Additional malfeasance included virtually identical quotes attributed to different sources in different papers, which strongly implies that at least some of the quotes from supposed participants in his studies were confabulated.
Meanwhile, Cofnas raised difficult questions about aspects of Arday’s personal story. He noted that running 30 marathons in 35 days would place Arday in the ultra-marathon elite—this without having left any ostensible mark in the running community. “If Arday [did that], I’ll eat my yarmulke,” said Cofnas by telephone. The claim to have raised £5.5 million for charity has already been walked back by Arday, who in a recent interview said the fundraising was done in conjunction with collectives. And Cofnas found that Arday’s two GCSE qualifications—in physical education and textiles—were unobtainable without passing written tests, a detail that challenges the timeline given by Arday that he could not read or write until he was 18. Cofnas also suggests that Arday’s account of his speech development is “medically improbable.”
Cofnas is far from a neutral party in this case. He was fired by Cambridge’s Emmanuel College in 2024 on the back of student protests against him for a Substack post in which he wrote that in a color-blind meritocracy “blacks would disappear from almost all high-profile positions outside of sports and entertainment.” Harris, the academic who first raised questions about Arday’s scholarship, was embroiled in a controversy of his own in which he had his emeritus title at Plymouth Marjon University stripped for a time after he critiqued critical race theory.





The fact that his accusers are controversial in their own right may help to explain why so many academics have reflexively defended Arday. In an interview with The Times of London, Arday this week said, “There has been, since I arrived at Cambridge, a very well orchestrated and co-ordinated campaign to unseat me from my position. The motive is racially motivated. I think there’s a reason why it’s me, and I do think that reason is aligned to ableism and racism.” In 2025, when the allegations against Arday were beginning to surface, the Cambridge professors Simon Baron-Cohen and Ricardo Sabates circulated an open letter under the heading “URGENT PLEASE SIGN ANTI-RACISM LETTER FOR JASON ARDAY.” The Good Law Project, an activist organization, orchestrated a solidarity letter last week that has been signed by 14,000 people decrying the “sustained and malicious attacks on the academic integrity of Dr. Jason Arday,” which the letter attributed to “an attempt to undermine Black people who hold positions of influence.” And Cambridge University has wholeheartedly taken Arday’s side. A university spokesperson said, “Professor Arday has been the victim of a vile campaign to undermine his credibility, which must stop.”
So—as you can see—it’s an uncomfortable story landing right on the faultlines of the culture wars. On one side is institutional procedure alongside an institutional culture hyper-sensitive to accusations against what the Good Law Project calls “a working class Black man.” On the other side is the argument that standards must be maintained—and maintained by academic and journalistic vigilantes if the institutions are unwilling to uphold their own meritocratic principles.
And of course the real issue isn’t exactly Arday. It’s the presumption that the politically progressive culture ascendant at Cambridge and in higher education in general has long ago deviated from real meritocracy. By phone, Cofnas was clear on that point. He said, “This is a story about DEI and the corruption that is required to sustain the system of DEI—of elevating people based on identity characteristics rather than merit.”
So what do we do in a case like this, where everybody pretty much sees what they are already predisposed to see? Well, first of all, we look at the source material—and in this case it’s pretty unequivocal. For instance, Arday’s line on page 17 of his 2015 dissertation—“Student teachers are unique individuals and differ in their personal biographies and prior experiences, disposition to enquiry, cognitive and perceptive abilities, communication, interpersonal skills, adaptability, values, and belief systems”—is a perfect match to page 1 of Zwozdiak-Myers’ 2009 dissertation. According to Cofnas, the pattern is repeated dozens of times, while The Telegraph for its part found “more than 100 passages that are identical or nearly identical” to Zwozdiak-Myers’ thesis. There is, as Harris put it, “no other plausible explanation” than plagiarism for the overlaps.
Then, in the week following Cofnas’ Substack post, subsequent reporting found additional patterns of fabulism by Arday. In an open letter to a government minister last year, Arday said he was the victim of innumerable threats and attacks since he took up his Cambridge position. In an interview with The Guardian this week, Arday clarified that he was referring to, among other incidents, a “severed pig’s head” that had been sent to his parents’ London home. That assertion triggered a macabre scavenger hunt, with Guardian journalists visiting the butcher shop that Arday claimed had sold the pig to the assailant. But the butcher said that there had been no police investigation into the incident, as Arday had asserted. For their part, London’s Metropolitan Police said that the details Arday gave of a police investigation into the incident were “categorically” inaccurate.
Arday further claimed that a masked man had accosted him twice at his Cambridge faculty building and threatened him with a knife the second time. But as The Guardian noted, no intruder appeared on CCTV on either occasion, and Arday did not inform colleagues or interrupt his working day after the alleged knife incident.
Meanwhile, a recently-surfaced video interview with Arday appears to show him claiming that he starred in the acclaimed documentary “Seven Up”—a mathematical impossibility unless Arday was actually born in 1956. And just today Glasgow University has denied Arday’s claim that he held a visiting professorship there.
Given all that—the all-but-indisputable evidence of plagiarism, in addition to the patterns of fanciful statements by Arday—the case for his defense collapses. “I think it’s plagiarism and it’s obvious,” one academic told The Guardian under condition of anonymity. “There is no question that there is extensive plagiarism,” David Sanders, an independent researcher who reviewed Arday’s case last year for Times Higher Education, said to Retraction Watch.





Arday, for his part, did not, in a wide-ranging interview he gave to The Times of London last week, directly challenge the primary allegation of plagiarism and academic misconduct. He said, “I am accountable for the mistakes I’ve made. I hold myself accountable and other people should hold me accountable.” Instead, he took another line of defense, contending, “We’re talking about academia here. I didn’t murder somebody. I think the cruelty that I’ve experienced and the positioning of me as this kind of liar and fantasist is totally unacceptable.”
If it’s fair to say that the preponderance of evidence at this point speaks to serious academic misconduct on Arday’s part, the next question—picking up on Arday’s lead—is to ask ourselves what the stakes are here and what the story is really about. Arday is right of course that one academic with a shaky relationship to the truth is not, by itself, a huge deal. But, unfortunately for Arday’s defense, it is a story with more reach than he admits and it really does indict the institutions backing him.
For one thing, there is the issue of how Arday and his supporters have tried to defend him. There has been very little of the accountability Arday has called for—and there has been no willingness to look at the very obvious evidence of academic misconduct. The overriding tendency has been to shoot the messenger and to go after the academics, particularly Harris and Cofnas, who called attention to the issues in Arday’s work. According to The Guardian, Arday attempted to lodge a police complaint against Harris. Earlier this year, he dedicated a talk at the British Sociological Association to the “playbook” employed by conservative activists to target black professors. “There isn’t any room to sit there and watch your fellows suffer for no reason. It’s abhorrent, it’s a disgrace and, quite frankly, evil,” Arday said.
Apart from the often vitriolic counter-attack against Arday’s accusers, there has been a tendency to dodge the issue and shield Arday through arguments related to his neurodivergence. “1 in 4 autistic people have planned or attempted suicide. That’s why I’m very concerned about the impact of the media coverage on Professor Jason Arday who is autistic,” Baron-Cohen, the director of Cambridge’s autism research center, wrote on X last week. In his Times interview, Arday seemed to pass the buck on the plagiarism in his dissertation, contending that, in The Times’ paraphrase, he had “received inadequate supervision and support” particularly given his autism and learning disabilities.




That was the general approach taken as well by Cambridge in its communication with Martyn Hammersley in 2023 in which the university affirmed its “full support” for Arday. Hilary Cremin, the head of the Faculty of Education, wrote to Hammersley, “During our meeting Prof Arday spoke movingly about his ongoing experiences of direct and indirect racism, and the conditions that he was living in whilst the 2018 article was being prepared (in 2016). At this time he was early career and living away from home whilst dealing with significant health issues.”
If Arday’s defense is not sustainable on the grounds of academic integrity, this plea for the court’s mercy is hard to credit as well. Arday is not an obscure academic. His hiring at Cambridge was reported on by CBS, ABC, the BBC, The Guardian, and The Times of London. He appeared in a documentary that has had 500,000 views on YouTube. He has received four honorary doctorates and for his fundraising achievements was selected as an Olympic torchbearer in 2012. The notion that Arday would be screened from repercussions for academic misconduct given his neurodivergence or medical history directly challenges notions of meritocracy that are at the core of the academic system.
The defense of Arday on grounds of institutional procedure is weak as well. This is the crux, for instance, of the Good Law Project’s Letter of Solidarity. It argues that “Investigations have found no evidence whatsoever of wrongdoing.” But a closer inspection reveals obvious lapses in the investigations of the academic entities. Cremin, speaking for Cambridge, seemed to admit errors in Arday’s work, writing that Arday “wanted to take the [2018] article down from the journal online platform in order to address concerns and re-upload it.” But in the same breath she absolved Arday of misconduct on the dubious grounds that he “spoke movingly” of personal challenges. Social Sciences, one of the two publications that issued corrections to Arday’s papers, wrote benignly that Arday “inadvertently omitted overlap between the two publications in prior sections” and then noted, as if in passing, that Arday had “clarified citation sources” in eleven different sections. As Cofnas more cuttingly observed, “The note appears to acknowledge that Arday’s entire paper is a work of plagiarism.”





The strongest remaining defense of Arday is that he was singled out. The sense is that plagiarism may be widely prevalent in academia—whole generations of still-employed academics wrote their dissertations and papers in eras before plagiarism-detecting software was available. As New York University’s Ivan Oransky told Inside Higher Ed, plagiarism is “clearly more common than anyone would like to think.” Think that way and the argument can be made that plagiarism-detection is a bit like setting up a speed trap in a zone where speeding used to be commonplace—and that activists’ focus on black academics is a form of discrimination.
But that argument has obvious limitations. Academia is either meritocratic or it isn’t. It either takes its rules seriously or it doesn’t. While the 2023 plagiarism hit led by right-wing activist Christopher Rufo against Harvard University president Claudine Gay could be construed as a borderline case, Arday’s situation is very different. The dozens of clear plagiarism cases in his dissertation are far over the line and make it more than evident not only that Arday never should have been allowed to pass into academia on the basis of his submitted work, but that there are serious flaws with a system that didn’t catch Arday until now and likely never would have if not for the outside vigilantes. That systemic failure is actually one of the many prongs of Arday’s ever-shifting defense, with Arday telling The Times of London that he received “only one formal supervision” through the entirety of his Ph.D. studies.
Some defenses damn more than they exculpate. Cofnas’ target was always the system rather than a single academic, and it’s inarguable at this stage that—whatever Cofnas’ other flaws may be—he hit a bullseye here. If the Cambridge administration continues to defend Arday or to wish away the very clear evidence of academic malfeasance, then their embarrassment at the hands of academic vigilantes will be well-deserved. Unfortunately for the institution, that seems to be the direction that Cambridge is continuing to move in—choosing to view the whole episode as a culture war issue as opposed to applying common-sense academic standards.
Alternatively, the academy can treat an event like this as a wake-up call—a moment to realize that they have strayed too far from their core mission and that there really is no substitute for meritocracy. But to do that requires a degree of self-awareness and humility that higher education seems to have entirely lost.
Sam Kahn is staff editor at Persuasion, writes the Substack Castalia, and is editor-in-chief of The Republic of Letters.
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  Kimi K3 took the world by storm at its announcement, sweeping leaderboards and establishing itself as the open frontier model. While the community is eager to understand how Kimi K3 works, many have been surprised by the unconventional techniques driving its performance. This article serves as a primer to understanding the core techniques of the Kimi K3 model architecture.
Kimi Delta Attention
Kimi Delta Attention (KDA) is the linear attention layer in Kimi K3’s hybrid attention mechanism. We trace the origins of KDA, starting from linear attention, DeltaNet, Gated DeltaNet (GDN), then to KDA.
Linear Attention
The derivation of linear attention stems from removing the softmax operation in the standard softmax attention. Below we compare the iterative inference formulas, which show the computation of the output vector at token position t:

By removing the softmax operation, we can reorder the operations and reduce the computation complexity of attention from quadratic to linear:

The new equations are as follows:

Vectors q, k, v, have dimensions L by d. The computational complexity of both equations are O(Ld²), thereby making the computation linear. Comparing the new equations with softmax attention’s equation, we see that softmax attention requires accessing all past key and value vectors, whereas linear attention compresses all past key and value vectors into one hidden state S.
We reinterpret the new equations as an online learning objective. We view matrix S as an associative memory that stores the associations between key vector k and value vector v, and we retrieve v by multiplying S with k. We can then interpret the first equation as continuously updating the matrix S at every position to perfect the retrieval. Finally, we can interpret the vt @ kt.T term as the gradient of loss function -(S @ kt.T) @ vt with respect to S.

DeltaNet
Under the online learning objective view, we see the values of matrix S will grow unboundedly: old and new information gets blurred together in S as the sequence grows, which destabilizes learning. Without softmax giving well-scaled and bounded outputs, linear attention typically lags behind softmax attention on long-range recall tasks.
DeltaNet improves upon linear attention by changing the loss function to minimizing the L2 norm of the value retrieval. Unlike linear attention’s loss function, DeltaNet’s loss function regularizes the growth of S. This creates a new matrix S update rule, the Delta Rule, as below:

Source: Linear Attention and Beyond (Interactive Tutorial with Songlin Yang)
The Delta Rule becomes the basis of DeltaNet’s attention equation:

Conceptually, Sₜ-1 @ kₜ - vₜ represents the associations irrelevant to the current key and value, and DeltaNet performs targeted removal of those associations.
Gated DeltaNet
GDN and KDA are adaptations of DeltaNet. Gated DeltaNet applies the LSTM forget gate alpha on the matrix S, allowing the model to control memory lifespan with weight decay. KDA further expands alpha into a diagonal matrix that enables fine-grained per-channel memory decay and positional awareness.

FlashKDA Algorithm
Moonshot developed FlashKDA, their custom kernels for KDA, and open-sourced it. Here we explain the algorithm and derive the arithmetic intensity.
Algorithm
First, let’s start from an alternative formulation of the recurrence formula:
u_t = beta_t * (v_t - (D_t @ S_t-1).T @ k_t)
S_t = D_t @ S_t-1 + k_t @ u_t.T
o_t.T = q_t.T @ S_t

Here, D_t is the diagonal matrix of the alpha forget gate, and u_t is the delta in the delta rule. For decode, the kernel roughly follows the formula. For prefill, we parallelize the operation by unrolling the recurrence formula in chunks of tokens, in order to efficiently execute the operations on GPUs. Assume we unroll token i to j, and the starting state is S_i-1, we get:
S_j = D_j:i @ S_i-1 + sum(D_j:t+1 @ k_t @ u_t.T, t=i:j)
o_j.T = q_j.T @ S_j
      = q_j.T @ D_j:i @ S_i-1 + sum(q_j.T @ D_j:t+1 @ k_t @ u_t.T, t=i:j)

D_j:i refers to the cumulative decay from token i to j: D_j @ D_j-1 @ D_j-2 @ … @ D_i. In FlashKDA’s matrix form, the formula becomes:
S_out = D_j:i @ S_in + K_restore.T @ U
M_qk = tril(Q_decay @ K_inv.T)
O = Q_decay @ S_in + M_qk @ U

The vector to matrix mapping is as follows:
	S_in refers to the state at the starting position of a chunk

	S_out refers to the state at the end position of a chunk

	K_restore is the matrix form of D_j:t+1 @ k_t

	Q_decay is the matrix form of q_j.T @ D_j:i

	Q_decay @ K_inv.T the matrix form of q_j.T @ D_j:t+1 @ k_t, derived from (q_j.T @ D_j:i) @ (D_t:i^-1 @ k_t)

	M_qk is the causal mask, so it’s a lower triangular matrix


U is the matrix form of unrolled u_t. To compute this, we apply UT transform and compute the following:
B = Diag(beta) @ (V - K_decay @ S_in)
L = StrictTril(Diag(beta) @ K_decay @ K_inv.T)
U = (I + L)^-1 @ B

Please consult Songlin Yang’s blog post and Kimi Linear paper section 3.1 for the full derivation. Note that here U corresponds to the pseudo-value term in the Kimi Linear paper.
Implementation-wise, FlashKDA launches 2 kernels: K1 and K2. K1 prepares chunk-level tensors in parallel, including:
a = exp2(cumsum(g))
K_decay = Diag(a) @ K
Q_decay = Diag(a) @ Q
K_inv = Diag(a)^-1 @ K
K_restore = a[-1] * K_inv
L = StrictTril(Diag(beta) @ K_decay @ K_inv.T); INV = (I + L)^-1
M_qk = tril(Q_decay @ K_inv.T)

Here a is the cumulative decay, where each element is the cumulative decay at a token position. 
K2 performs chunk-level recurrent computation:
U = INV @ Diag(beta) @ (V - K_decay @ S)
O = Q_decay @ S + M_qk @ U
S = Diag(a[-1]) @ S + K_restore.T @ U
Complexity Analysis
Here we analyze the complexity of an attention head. For decode, the critical path computations are:
	D_t @ S_t-1: Element-wise multiplication, D × D

	S_t-1.T @ k_t: D × D × 1

	k_t @ u_t.T: D × 1 × D

	q_t.T @ S_t: 1  D × D


The decode kernel roughly performs 7*D² FLOPs.
Reading and writing the FP32 recurrent state dominates the memory traffic, so the memory traffic is roughly 8*D² bytes.
For prefill, the critical path of K1 is at computing L, INV, and M_qk.
	L: C × D × C

	INV: Neumann factorization, performs 6 C × C × C matrix multiplications

	M_qk: C × D × C


For K2,
	K_decay @ S: C × D × D

	Q_decay @ S: C × D × D

	M_qk @ U: C × C × D

	INV @ B: C × C × D

	K_restore.T @ U: D × C × D


Combining K1 and K2, FlashKDA performs 12*C^3 + 8*C²*D + 6*C*D² FLOPs. Since we analyzed at the chunk level (chunk size C), assuming sequence length T >> C, the overall FLOPs is T/C * O(C*D²) = O(T*D²).
For memory traffic:
	K1 read Q, K, g: C × D

	K1 write and K2 read Q_decay, K_decay, K_restore: C × D

	K1 write and K2 read INV, M_qk: C × C

	K2 read V and write O: C × D

	K2 read and write S once per kernel: D × D


In total, FlashKDA accesses 3 * 2*C*D + 2 * (3 * 2*C*D + 2 * 2*C*C) + 2 * 2*C*D = 8*C² + 22*C*D bytes. At the kernel level, it accesses T/C * (8*C² + 22*C*D) + 8*D² ~ O(TC + TD + D²).
This concretely shows that the computational complexity of KDA:
	Prefill: Linear to sequence length for both computation and memory

	Decode: Constant to sequence length for both computation and memory


Kimi Linear
Moonshot trained Kimi Linear models as proof of concept for their KDA design, so we can infer Kimi K3’s architecture design from Kimi Linear. Comparing the K3 release tech blog with Kimi Linear, we see Kimi K3 shares the shared expert count, the hybrid linear attention ratio, and the general attention module design.


The diagram above shows the operations performed on the inputs of KDA. For the query, key, and value, we apply linear transformation and short convolution. Applying short convolution effectively capturing local token dependencies, and doing a left padding convolution avoids breaking causality. We additionally apply L2 norm to the query and key to stabilize the eigenvector of the transition and the output matrices. For the decay memory gates, alpha is a low rank projection, and beta is a down projection. The KDA output is normalized per head and controlled by an output forget gate, implemented as a linear transformation in K3, instead of a low rank projection in Kimi Linear. Finally, we apply a linear layer to mix per-head information.
Kimi Linear interleaves KDA with full attention Multi-head Latent Attention (MLA). Kimi Linear showed that 3:1 is the ideal KDA to MLA ratio that balances performance and efficiency. KDA also serves as a strong position-aware operator, replacing the RoPE in MLA.
Moonshot kept MLA layers as full attention, unlike labs that used MLA previously. Namely, Zhipu now uses DeepSeek Sparse Attention (DSA), DeepSeek further evolves DSA to Compressed Sparse Attention and Heavily Compressed Attention. Jianlin, one of Moonshot’s most prominent researchers, cited two reasons for this: They haven’t found a better attention design yet, and they don’t want to apply too many model architectural changes at once. MLA doesn’t suit agentic workloads, and below we explain why.
Multi-Head Latent Attention
MLA performs different operations in prefill and decode. The DeepSeek V3.2 paper defines two modes of MLA: Multi-head attention (MHA) mode and Multi-query attention (MQA) mode. Here we omit the RoPE dimensions for simplicity, and we use the DeepSeek V3 configuration as an example.
Multi-Head Attention Mode

MHA mode is MLA’s default mode for prefill. In MHA mode,
	We do a low rank projection of the hidden state h_t to produce query q

	We down project h_t to produce a kv entry kv

	We up project kv separately to produce multiple heads of keys k and values v

	After scaled dot product attention (SDPA), heads of output o is linear projected to attention output out


The key connection between MHA mode and MQA mode is what serves as KV cache. We save KV entry kv, instead of the keys and values, as KV cache for decode. By saving KV entries, we reduce the memory usage by 42.67x per token.
Multi-Query Attention Mode

MQA mode is MLA’s default mode for decode. To avoid rematerializing the full KV cache, we reorder the operations around attention, derivation below:

After reordering, the differences are as follows:
	We multiply query with the transpose of key’s up projection matrix W_UK

	We use the KV entry (denoted C) for both key and value in SDPA

	We apply W_UV after SDPA


As we show in the diagram, the query is muti-headed, while the KV entry is single-headed. This is effectively multi-query attention, hence the name.
FLOP Comparison
Comparing the FLOPs of MHA and MQA mode, we can first cancel out the query low rank projection projection and the output linear projection. We then observe that the FLOPs that KV up projections incur are roughly equal, regardless of where the projection is applied.
This leaves us with the SDPA. SDPA performs three matrix multiplications: (Q @ K.T) @ V, so the FLOP count is L * d * L + L * L * d = 2*d*L^2. MHA mode performs in standard model head dimension 128, whereas MQA mode performs in latent dimension 512. This means MQA mode incurs roughly 4x FLOPs for SDPA, and overall can cost up to 3.4x FLOPs per token, compared to MHA mode.

Append-Prefill
MLA suits reasoning workloads perfectly. Reasoning often starts with a relatively short input sequence, followed by a large number of output tokens. Each output token is one decode step, and MLA’s reduced KV cache size per token lowers the memory bandwidth requirements, speeding up the decode steps.
However, agentic workloads behave differently. Agentic workloads involve tool calls, which return long tool call outputs. This means the model often operates under the case where the sequence is a long cached input, followed by a long sequence to prefill. This type of workload is referred to as append-prefill (aka extend, append, incremental prefill).

Neither mode of MLA suits append-prefill. MHA mode is not ideal because materializing the full KV cache is too memory intensive. On the other hand, MQA mode isn’t suitable either due to the 3.4x FLOP cost. As discussed in this Twitter thread, modern inference engines (vLLM, SGLang) choose MHA mode but apply the chunked prefill technique to avoid materializing the whole context’s KV cache. To tackle this agentic workload issue, DeepSeek and Zhipu opted for adapting MQA mode to sparse attention in order to reduce the FLOPs. We suspect Moonshot’s future models such as Kimi K4 will feature attention mechanisms that replace MLA.
KV Cache Efficiency
We argue that one should not infer KV cache efficiency solely based on KV cache space complexity. KV cache size is not a standalone factor but a property of the model design: no open weight models are released with static KV cache compression techniques, and model architecture inference efficiency affects KV cache efficiency. The effects of KV cache size also vary, depending on the total memory capacity of a deployed model instance. For example, deploying a model with wide expert parallelism has very different memory profiles than doing so with tensor parallelism, which affects the memory capacity left for KV cache. Thus, we propose considering both the model architecture system efficiency and the KV cache size to understand the KV cache efficiency, and we quantify that with KV throughput.
KV Throughput
KV throughput is defined as KV cache size divided by the prefill time (Time to first token), given a specific sequence length. KV throughput represents the minimum bandwidth required to reliably serve a model with PD disaggregation, but it is also a good proxy for understanding KV cache efficiency. Prefill time encapsulates the efficiency of the model architecture, and as the sequence length increases, we will see the memory-bounded and the compute-bounded situations. As shown in the table below, we can see the benefits of hybrid linear attention become more pronounced as sequence length increases.

This is also a good way to understand the bandwidth requirements of KV cache offloading to different memory tiers in a cluster.
KV Cache Residency
The location where KV cache is stored follows the memory hierarchy. First, KV cache resides in HBM, the fastest memory in a GPU cluster, consuming whatever capacity is left by model weights and activations. As KV cache size exceeds the HBM capacity, it spills into server DRAM, a higher capacity but lower bandwidth memory pool. Finally, when KV cache exceeds DRAM capacity, it spills to disk storage such as SSD. This is analogous to the computer architecture cache hierarchy: register, cache memory, main memory, disk storage.
The analogy continues for memory coherency. Popular distributed KV cache framework Mooncake Store supports write-through and write-back policies for KV cache loading. Mooncake Store features a distributed KV cache pool that makes all KV cache visible to all workers. Implementing write-through policy between DRAM and the lower-level distributed KV cache pool offers multiple benefits in multi-node scenarios, including sharing prefix cache across nodes, avoid KV cache duplication for tensor parallelized MLA, and KV cache redundancy when a node goes down.

KDA Prefix Cache Management
At each token position in a request, Kimi K3 KDA’s recurrent state is fixed in size, whereas standard attention KV cache grows with sequence length. This KV cache space reduction comes at the cost of complicating prefix caching, especially when Kimi K3 is a hybrid attention of KDA and MLA.
Roughly speaking, modern inference engines identify prefix cache hits by matching the longest token prefix in the existing cache.

Identifying the longest prefix becomes a problem for linear attentions like KDA. Without prior knowledge of where the boundary of a prefix is, we will have to cache KDA’s recurrent state at every token position. This means every token has a cache, and the KV cache memory usage regresses to growing with sequence length, defeating the purpose of using linear attention. To tackle this problem, Moonshot saves recurrent states at a coarse granularity, e.g. vLLM caches every 32K tokens. vLLM additionally caches at prompt boundaries, since for agentic workloads, a new turn typically starts at the end of a prompt.

This shows that even though linear attentions like KDA greatly reduce KV cache memory consumption, realistically during serving, they do not consume a constant amount of KV cache memory.
Attention Residuals
Residual Connections
Residual connections are one of the key innovations that allowed us to build bigger deep neural networks through scaling model depth. The deeper the neural network, the more expressive they become but training them naively is hard. Signals from the earlier layer need to be preserved till the last layer and gradient need to survive from output to first without vanishing.
Instead of modeling whole networks as a single function, passing information only through nonlinear transformations, residual networks connect smaller blocks with identity paths. Each block  fᵢ ​ learns a change to its input xᵢ, given by the recurrence:

The identity mapping allows features to carry from shallower units to any deeper unit and gives the gradient a path highway so they do not vanish.

While residual connections allow us to build deeper networks, they come with challenges.
Early layers heavily influence residual stream to have effect on final output. Because of which residual stream has irreversible information loss with increasing depth. Later layers increase output gain to have effect on this modified residual stream which can destabilize training. Another variant like highway networks allow gating mechanisms for information flow but they suffer from the same crucial problem. Layers don’t have selective access to information from earlier layers.
Recurrence In Time and Depth
Sequence modeling dominated by recurrent neural networks had the same recurrence formulation.

Where each step has identity mapping with previous state for direct information flow and the sequence model faced the same challenge: depth in the time axis dilutes signal.

Attention machines transformer removed this constrained by retrieving any token in past with powerful and expensive attention mechanism
Attention on residual stream
Motivated by attention mechanism in sequence modeling, kimi developed attention residual, where they take attention over depth blocks,

Standard causal self-attention computes the output of token $t$ as a weighted sum of previous token representations:

Attention Residuals use the same attention mechanism, but replace the sequence dimension with the depth dimension. Instead of attending over previous tokens, each layer attends over representations produced by previous layers.

Unlike standard attention, the query is a learned parameter for each layer rather than being generated from the current token.

For each layer ℓ, we define:
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I was unsurprised to find that my post on the AI writing detector Pangram was controversial. After all, people who argue for a living have suddenly been caught up in a lot of angst about all of this and people who do discourse for a living respond to discourse about discourse with discourse. And when Substack quoted a different piece of mine when they announced their Pangram-powered automated AI checker, I was inevitably thrust into the broader conversation on these things. 
Funnily enough, since Substack’s partnership with Pangram was announced I have been repeatedly invoked as both a supporter and a critic of Pangram and AI writing detection, depending on who’s invoking. (This is nice because it flatters my self-conception as a very special snowflake.) The truth is that I’m neither all booster or all critic; I think these technologies are both inevitable and necessary, and I think there’s no reason for them to become a problem if people understand that they are fundamentally and permanently limited. Of course, the difficulty is that some people don’t understand that. In a deeper sense, I’m intellectually engaged by this stuff. I would say I’m ultimately someone who has a general idea of how these technologies work, though not a particularly sophisticated one, and someone who’s not threatened by the accusation of using LLMs, and someone who likes to tinker. I will continue to give you this advice about this topic: don’t panic. Think! Engage. Play with the various products. Experiment. Iterate. You know if you’re guilty of passing of LLM writing as your own or not. If you are, that’s dishonest and you should stop. If you use LLMs to edit or enhance your writing, be transparent about it. If your stuff is all LLM-produced and you feel embarrassed about it, ask yourself why you feel embarrassed. Interrogate yourself. But whatever you do, think. So many people refusing to engage for fear of being seen as protesting too much doesn’t help anyone. Think. Talk. Play.
I do want to make a couple of points. The first is both simple and philosophical: AI detection software is AI. LLM detection depends on technologies that are fundamentally an expression of LLM principles. If you’re a true-blue AI hater, it’s sort of weird to be a loud AI detection software partisan for that reason. You will have to sort out the ethics of this scenario on your own.
The second point is this. You have a lot of people who have justifiable concerns over the use of this technology. You have a lot of people who embrace the technology but who have a good sense of the limitations and an understanding that we need to be careful and fair in their use. But you also have this set of people who seem to me to have a bizarre level of faith that false positives are genuinely not possible. Indeed, the part of my post that has proven to have attracted the most criticism is people who complain that I said that I could produce false positives. That this is impossible - despite Pangram itself saying that it is very much possible! - is an article of faith among some. (Go look on Reddit and you can see for yourself.) I think this is screwy and you only need to spend a few minutes thinking about it to figure out why. 
What does an LLM writing detector do? Obviously, an LLM writing detector looks for the textual features of LLM writing - that is, for the placement of characters and spaces that are common in LLM writing, for patterns in the use of words, punctuation, and spacing that are consistently found in text produced by LLMs. But where do those patterns come from? They come from human written texts that are in the training corpora that are used to build LLMs. Every LLM textual pattern - every LLM textual pattern - is ultimately the product of human text production. The very nature of an LLM is to model human text based on human text. BThat LLMs reconfigure and recombine human texts in predictable ways is why systems like Pangram can exist. But it was all human once. LLMs do not invent, cannot invent, can only remixing, reassemble what already exists, though often into an order no one has quite used before. LLMs reconstitute the human. That is both why LLM detection is possible and why LLM detection will always have a false positive issue; it’s the dual nature of the underlying technology. None of this should be controversial.
I’m impressed by Pangram’s advertised 1-in-10,000 error rate because what they’re attempting is genuinely very hard to do: find consistent non-human textual patterns in texts that might have been produced by digital systems that by their very nature ingest and recombine text patterns that were human before the were digital. Right? The LLM companies are investing monstrous amounts of money in making their AIs more and more humanlike, and the more they succeed, the harder it becomes to detect LLM writing. Many have responded to this whole controversy by pointing out that this will all prove to be an arms race in the end, and I think that’s correct. That doesn’t mean that it’s not worth doing or that we shouldn’t have access to these tools! I’m glad Pangram exists, even as I lament how it’s invoked. If I was still teaching college writing I would thank the stars for Pangram - but I would never use it as final proof of anything. Rather, I would use it to start a conversation. A conversation with a student has always been the best defense against plagiarism; it’s incredible how poorly your average student plagiarist is at defending themselves when they’re guilty. I suspect it will prove to be the same with AI written student essays. Pangram can start a conversation but shouldn’t end one, and as I said in the earlier post, I’m disturbed by the number of people who try to use the technology as a one-shot kill, to end conversations instead of starting them.
Think of it this way: if you have an LLM write something that will trigger Pangram, and you then read that off of one screen and type it directly into Pangram word for word, Pangram will of course still detect it as AI written. If you read it out loud to someone who doesn’t know that what they’re transcribing is LLM written, Pangram will still detect it as AI written. Obviously! Because Pangram is a text analyzer, not a lie detector. But think about what this means: if a human being can write something in a text box, if it is textually possible for them to produce the same text that will be flagged as AI written, then false positives are literally inevitable. It doesn’t matter how good Pangram gets; the potential for a human being to enter the same text that an LLM might produce will always be there. That’s why modesty and doubt are always going to be necessary. Again, I’m amazed by the almost religious faith some people have in the notion that a human being simply cannot write text that Pangram would flag. The 1 in 10,000 false positive rate is truly impressive, but guys, there are billions of monkeys at their typewriters banging out writing in the digital era. There’s always going to be false positives. It’s a classic Type I-Type II error issue: you can decide whether you fear false positives or false negatives more and which you want to weight for or against, but you can’t decide to have neither. Because humans produced the writing that produced the LLM that produce LLM writing. I have no idea why some people insist on being obtuse about this reality.
And that, indeed, is the overall meta for provoking false positives: recognizing that getting a false positive out of Pangram isn’t a matter of writing like an LLM but of writing like an LLM’s training set - that is, imaginging something like the median human writer’s voice and aping it. That’s why my many many years teaching writing at various levels helps, because I know what average literate people write like. I think if you proceed from that understanding, you’ll find it easier to write like an LLM and fool an AI writing detector. Here are my best tips.
	Pick a LinkedIn topic; argue but take no position. By a “LinkedIn topic” I mean the kind of thing people write about on that cursed network - corporate, buzzword-heavy, drowning in abstraction. Then, write about that argument without making an argument. Don’t write “why remote work is good/bad.” Write about “the benefits and challenges of remote work” or “the importance of time management.” You can pretend to be making an argument on one side or another, but your actual produced text should amount to a both-sidesy summary of positions rather than an effective argument for any particular point of view. Present various positions evenhandedly, commit to nothing, and conclude that the answer likely lies somewhere in between. Equivocate. Hedge. Write like an HR professional.

	Use the five paragraph format wherever possible; break longer essays into five paragraph-style chunks if needed. You know, the five paragraph essay! That old bete noire of the college writing instructor. We want something that’s formulaic and commonly used because, again, we aren’t looking to sound like AI, we’re looking to sound like generic writing that’s prevalent in the human corpus. So try the format that has been the bane of so many professors and yet which humanity refuses to let go of: an intro that states the broad premise and ends with an identifiable thesis sentence, three body paragraphs each opening with a topic sentence concerning the specific argument for that paragraph, and a conclusion that summarizes what you just said. Imagine a Mad Libs for a B- college essay. Again, do not think “this is how an LLM would write.” Think “this is how humans tend to write because most humans are inexperienced and lack confidence in writing.” Write like the internet writes, which means writing like ordinary people write, which means writing in conventions that have been approved by the powers that be.

	Front-load every paragraph with transitions and connective tissue; sprinkle that stuff on as much as you can. “Moreover!” “Furthermore!” “Additionally!” “However, it is important to note that!” “Ultimately!” Aim for a transition word density no human editor would tolerate - because the training corpus is mostly going to be made up of work that was not edited.

	Yes, deploy the signature ChatGPT lexicon if you must. As I said in the earlier piece, I actually don’t think this is necessary, strictly speaking. But if you’re dead set on writing a piece that Pangram will erroneously identify as LLM-written, there you go. Delve! tapestry! landscape! realm! robust! seamless! leverage! foster! navigate the complexities! in today’s fast-paced world! a testament to! pivotal! crucial! multifaceted! LOAD BEARING! Sprinkle liberally.

	Write in rules of three, everything everywhere all at once. “Clear, concise, and compelling.” “Students, educators, and administrators alike.” Tom, Dick, and Harry, Alvin, Simon, and Theodore, Huey, Dewey, and Louie, the Father, the, Son, the Holy Ghost. Three examples, three benefits, three challenges. Three positives, three negatives, three ambiguities. LLMs adore triads, for whatever fucking reason. Humans use them occasionally, models use them compulsively, Freddie uses them wisely. Think of the set of human writing, the subset of LLM training sets, and the sub-subset of the LLM writing Pangram was trained on. Think like Tertullian of Carthage, like Athanasius of Alexandria, like St. Augustine.

	Flatten your sentence rhythm. Throttle the fucking life out of your style. Keep nearly every sentence 12ish to 20ish words, subject-verb-object, medium complexity. The passive voice should be avoided. No fragments. One-word sentences? No. No long rambling sentences that unspool leisurely like Huck Finn drifting down the Mississippi on his vine-tied raft, unhurried, a craft built for pleasure rather than to perform a task. Low “burstiness” is supposedly a big thing in LLM writing. I don’t really know what that means, but I take it that it refers to the tendency of human writing to lurch, to switch registers on a dime, to vary. LLMs don’t burst. Supposedly Pangram has overcome this sort of thing, but my contention remains that you can, if you’re smart, overcome that overcoming. Don’t burst.

	Use those contrastive tics, baby. “It’s not just about X - it’s about Y.” The great cliche, I know, but still useful. Another thing Pangram has supposedly been trained away from, and yet I find it’s useful for producing writing that Pangram will flag. I suspect that it helps to do this with a little more costuming - it’s not just about “it’s not just about X - it’s about Y,” it’s about more abstract uses of binary opposition. “While challenges remain, the opportunities are significant.” Em-dashes and negative parallelism at implausible frequency. The goal isn’t writing like the computer, the goal is becoming the arithmetic mean of every human who ever held a pen.

	Strip out everything specific and personal. No anecdotes! no proper names! no dates! no prices! no sensory details! no first-person memories! no jokes! no grudges! Keep information density low: restate points in slightly varied wording rather than adding new facts. Don’t provide a lot of new arguments, but eloquently paraphrase what you’ve already said. You should avoid introducing too much novel justification and instead find new ways to say what you’ve already said. But keep it bland! Be thee featureless like the face of the Lord, be thou empty as his blue blue sky.

	Be grammatically immaculate, obviously. Perfect punctuation, Oxford commas, no typos, no colloquialisms, no regional idioms. Sand off every idiosyncrasy. Avoiding contractions seems to help, which is really funny, especially if you’re a fan of Star Trek: The Next Generation.

	Format like a chatbot. Bolded lead-ins on bullet points, that’s obvious. But also tidy parallel headers - that is to say, make every header in a bolded bulleted list the same shape and roughly the same length, in a way a human would very rarely bother with. So all gerunds (if you “Understanding the Basics,” then next you “Choosing a Platform” and “Measuring Your Results” etc etc), or all noun phrases, or all questions. End with that closing offer of balance, the “to be sure” paragraph or sentence that sticks out like a sore thumb and offers exactly the kind of trite and insincere epistemological modesty that college students like. Keep section lengths symmetrical. Robotic text, no. Robotic formatting, yes.

	Sustain it all for the whole document. Pangram (the company) has been admirably, usefully transparent about how its detection works, so let’s be sure to exploit that by looking at what they’ve said about how they arrive at their percentages. This is especially important now that they’ve released their new version with a claimed increased focus on getting the percentage counter right. As I understand it, Pangram scores longer documents with a “sliding window” that passes over segments of various lengths and then aggregates them. This means (if I’ve understood correctly) that one vivid, weird, personal paragraph can pull your score back towards “human.” That’s no good. We’re looking for 100% AI that we 100% wrote ourselves, baby. Consistency of blandness matters! You are a replicant all the time! Be like a too-online Zoomer and never let your human heart out of its digital cage.

	Iterate, iterate, iterate. Be an empiricist. Don’t panic. Pangram offers a free version of its checker, up to a certain word count and number of attempts per day. So experiment! Paste in a draft, see which sentences get flagged, and amplify whatever you did in those sentences. Or you could pay for the thing, I suppose. (No this is not an ad and I’m not getting paid by Pangram or anyone, obviously.) Practice, practice, practice. Don’t let the cultists fool you: you can get better at this. Trust your heart, trust your story. Don’t panic. If you get good enough you can even embed various jokes, secrets, or codes into your writing and pass (by which I mean fail) not just through the eyes of Pangram but those of your readers as well. If, you know, you’re weird and into that sort of thing. IDK. Be cunning and full of tricks.  


Even doing all of this, expect frequent failure. Just keep iterating. Don’t panic.


Here’s a Pangram false positive I produced using these techniques. I just did this over the weekend so I believe that it fooled the new Pangram 4. It did take longer, but there’s no magic here, only stage magic. And, look - I know what some people are going to say, and no, I can’t prove I wrote this myself, and I can’t prove I didn’t have a machine write this very sentence claiming I wrote it myself, here, in this very run of text, and we can count turtles of assumed deceit so on down as far as you’d like to go. I thought for a minute about doing a livestream and making attempts until I succeeded and then I thought that someone would accuse me of reading from a prewritten LLM text and could I put a camera in a particular place so that I could ward off that accusation and, Jesus… I’ve looked at that dark tunnel of stacked bad faith and decided I’m not walking down it. You’ll have to take my word for it that I wrote this, and if you don’t, you don’t. For the record, this is the most potent point the anti-Pangram people make: that it leaves us in this forest of endless accusation and counter-accusation from which we will never be freed. Well, anyway, here’s a “100% AI” result I wrote by myself using the above tips.
Navigating the Complexities of Remote Work in Today’s Fast-Paced World
In today’s rapidly evolving professional landscape, remote work has emerged as a pivotal transformation in how organizations operate. This shift represents a testament to the resilience, adaptability, and ingenuity of the modern workforce. However, it is important to note that this transition presents both significant opportunities and multifaceted challenges.
Moreover, remote work offers considerable benefits for employees, employers, and communities alike. Workers report greater flexibility, reduced commuting time, and improved work-life balance. Organizations, in turn, can leverage a broader talent pool while fostering a more inclusive culture. These advantages are robust and well documented across numerous industries.
Furthermore, challenges remain that must not be overlooked. Collaboration can suffer when teams are distributed across time zones. Additionally, junior employees may find it difficult to access the informal mentorship that traditionally occurs in shared physical spaces. Isolation, communication gaps, and blurred boundaries continue to pose meaningful concerns.
Ultimately, remote work is not just about where employees sit — it is about how organizations choose to build trust. While challenges persist, the opportunities are substantial. In conclusion, the answer likely lies somewhere in the middle, and thoughtful leaders must navigate this delicate balance carefully.


Here’s the report. To the skeptics, I ask… do you really think this would be impossible to produce? Now go about your business. And don’t panic.
I am indebted to Tong Li and Luping Yu. For the record this is the kind of piece that I can’t paywall because I think it’s performing a public service, but it also takes a lot of work, so please subscribe if you value what I’m attempting here, as clumsy as my attempts may be. Somebody has to get their hands dirty in this way.

  Read full article: https://freddiedeboer.substack.com/p/how-to-produce-a-pangram-4-false
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  What do we do if Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez decides not to run for president in 2028? It makes sense that many leftists are currently focused on calling on her to take the plunge. But the absence of a Plan B, or even much discussion about one, is worrisome.
The US Left can’t afford to sit out the 2028 Democratic primary. Doing so in 2024 was a disaster: our abstention self-marginalized anti-billionaire politics from the national conversation and thereby gave space for Harris to pivot to the “center” (i.e. the policy preferences of corporate donors, establishment hacks, and AIPAC).
Abstaining again in 2028 would be especially counterproductive since democratic socialists now have so much wind in our sails after our big electoral wins in NYC and across the country. It’s time to deepen our momentum, organization, and profile — not to retreat to the margins during America’s single most important political battle.
Even more urgently, keeping Trump’s heir out of the White House may depend on whether leftists and the party’s unprecedentedly disenchanted base can force the Democrats in 2028 to take meaningful steps towards a very angry electorate and away from the corporate-consultant blob that has helped get us into this mess.
If AOC (or Abdul El-Sayed) decides to run, we should enthusiastically go all in — DSA, fighting unions, progressive organizations, anybody who wants to see a better country and world. But, as far as I can tell from the outside, there’s a real chance that she doesn’t run. And we can’t just wait and see where she lands before discussing alternatives, since AOC’s decision might not come for quite a while, giving us little time to scramble at the last minute for an alternative. So we should start working now on getting a Plan B into motion, and recruiting a good candidate for the role. Here’s one idea.

A Worker Candidate — Healthcare Not Warfare 2028
Run a union worker
Leftists don’t need to always run experienced, well-known socialist politicians for high-profile contests. Lula, the current president of Brazil, began his political career as a metalworker militant who ran for governor of São Paulo in 1982. Especially in an era of institutional distrust, it’s possible to lean hard into making a virtue out of a working-class comrade’s distance from traditional politics. Experience abroad shows this clearly. Rachel Kéké — an immigrant hotel housekeeper — ran as the candidate of the leftist La France Insoumise for the National Assembly in 2022, defeating a former minister in the Macron government. The Belgian Workers’ Party in 2024 won its first Flemish seat in the European Parliament by running Rudi Kennes, a three-decade veteran of the Opel Antwerp auto factory. And the South Korean left in 2024 elected auto factory militant Yoon Jong-oh to the National Assembly.
If a tiny French Trotskyist organization could make such a big splash in 2002 and 2007 by running a well-spoken postal worker cadre for office — the LCR’s Olivier Besancenot received about 1.5 million first-round votes — it’s not far-fetched to expect that a much larger organization like DSA, together with a broader coalition of the willing, could run this playbook to much greater effect.
This is especially the case now that almost everything DSA does immediately becomes a national news story. We don’t need someone famous. We just need a charismatic, well-vetted comrade who works in a relatable working-class occupation — e.g. a nurse, or a worker in auto or construction, or at Amazon. Ideally, they have a compelling personal story or have been part of a significant strike or organizing campaign, but even those criteria don’t necessarily have to be deal-breakers.
The main lesson of the Graham Platner fiasco isn’t that we should never run outsiders for office (the momentum he generated proves the exact opposite), but that they need proper vetting and roots in democratic membership organizations like DSA or a union. In any case, there are plenty of ways to signal working-class authenticity without resorting to Platner’s or Fetterman’s performative macho white dude affect. Better to have someone of any gender or race who is actually working class, with firm socialist politics, who can speak from experience about the day-to-day realities of trying to make it in America. There are surely at least a dozen such worker leaders in our movement nationwide; we just need to sit down and convince one that their personal sacrifice for the greater good (i.e. running for president) will be worth it.
If we don’t have a frontrunner with a clear path to victory like AOC (or El-Sayed, were he to win Michigan), it’s better to embrace someone whose decision to run in itself tells an important story about US politics: workers have been iced out of our political system and are now fighting hard to break back in. The novelty factor, in itself, would generate press. And it would help democratic socialists signal to the American public that our movement’s defining characteristic is that we represent workers vs. bosses, not that we’re “the furthest left” force in American politics — a framework that suggests we’re extremists and that helps our opponents isolate us from non-college-educated voters by highlighting extremely minoritarian (and misguided) stances included in DSA’s platform like prison abolition. We don’t get many opportunities to speak to tens of millions of Americans; we need to use these opportunities to broaden our appeal beyond those already in our orbit.
Run to polarize the 2028 primary and general election around “Medicare for All” and “End All Aid to Israel”
Why should democratic socialists use our scarce time and volunteer energy to run in a race we’re unlikely to win? Running in the 2028 primary will not only recruit us scores of members (imagine having a DSA member intervening in eleven nationally televised primary debates!), but — more importantly — it has the potential to be a decisive leap forward towards an America that finally starts meeting the needs of working people instead of HMO and AIPAC billionaire donors.
Polarizing litmus tests are good, actually — as long as they’re fought for around popular demands in a thoughtful and strategic way. Democratic socialists have an opportunity and responsibility to make the 2028 primary about two of the most widely and deeply felt issues of our moment: domestically, America’s unaffordable, family-breaking private healthcare system; internationally, America’s bankrolling of the genocidal Israeli government.
A candidacy relentlessly demanding Medicare for All and No Aid to Israel would pose a sharp question to the American public, the Democratic Party, and other 2028 contenders: Why can’t working-class Americans afford their healthcare bills at the same time that our government is spending at least $3.8 billion yearly to fund an Israeli regime eager to keep dragging us and the world into more forever wars?
Our candidate can agitate around a clear message:
I’m running to give voice to all those working-class Americans who are struggling to get by. No matter what state you live in, who you voted for in 2024, or your background, it’s just plain common sense that we should make healthcare more affordable instead of spending billions to enable the Israeli government’s crimes against humanity. Every American who agrees with me when I say ‘Medicare for All — Not a Dime for Israel’ should make their voice heard through our campaign. Racking up a high number of votes for this agenda is a crucial way to show the Democratic Party and the country as a whole that we can’t keep supporting a life-destroying status quo in our healthcare system and in the Middle East. If we want to defeat Trump’s handpicked crony this coming November, we need to speak to ordinary people’s frustrations with the status quo — we can’t keep running the same tired establishment playbook and expecting a different result.

For those highly engaged voters (or skeptical media pundits) who raise concerns about wasting votes, the candidate can take the time to explain why this isn’t the case:
It's true I'm a long shot. But Zohran showed anything can happen — and voting for me is a pragmatic decision, not a wasted vote. In a heavily divided primary with a large number of candidates and a very discredited establishment, my campaign and the democratic socialist movement I’m part of are positioned to be the balance of power if we can get a large enough number of voters to loudly demand Healthcare Not Warfare. Since there’s a high chance no candidate will get to 50% in the 2028 primaries, the Democrats could very well be heading towards a brokered convention, where a disciplined, principled current committed to breaking from corporate donors can play an outsized role in making sure whoever ends up with the nomination raises the banner of single-payer healthcare and cutting aid to Israel.

How exactly could running this sort of primary campaign be translated into actual leverage? The candidate replies:
I’m aiming to win the nomination, but if I don’t achieve that goal, my delegates and I will pledge our support in the primary only for a candidate who agrees in the general election to call for ending US aid to Israel and establishing Medicare for All at home. These are both winning planks for November against the Republicans, and the only reason I can see that other candidates haven’t yet raised these is that they’re still more scared of the donor class than they are of the people. That needs to change. If Democratic leaders want young people, workers, and those sick of the status quo to show up in big numbers this November, they need to meet us halfway.

In this way, whether or not we win the nomination, democratic socialists could still play a decisive role in 2028. The approach outlined here is similar to what radical left parties periodically do in parliamentary democracies like Denmark or Sweden when they find themselves as a junior partner electorally: they dictate to center-left allies what their terms would be for enabling, from the outside, the formation of a new government.
Running a Healthcare Not Warfare candidate will make it significantly more likely that the 2028 Democratic candidate stands with ordinary people instead of donors on these two pivotal planks — a shift that will, in turn, make it easier to achieve the existentially important task of defeating MAGA’s heir in November. Look at how much popular traction the Uncommitted movement got with a similar strategy in 2024 with so little on-the-ground organization — surely we can go much further with a working-class candidate, a much bigger DSA, and a Democratic Party base that has turned against Israel, billionaires, and the hacks in the party who prop them up.
Objections and Responses
There are quite a few objections to this proposal, many of which are very reasonable. Let me briefly address each here.
Socialists shouldn’t waste their scarce time and resources on a candidate unlikely to win.
This is a good rule in general, but there are important exceptions, and presidential elections are the main one. There’s no other political contest that gets anything like this level of attention and engagement in the US, so if you want to be a serious force in nationwide politics, you basically can’t afford not to have a candidate. Far from being an overall drain on our resources, running a dynamic 2028 campaign would likely result in a major net increase in members and capacity.
In that spirit, the very pragmatic Milwaukee sewer socialists — who mostly ran to win at home in Wisconsin — supported Eugene Debs’s propagandistic presidential campaigns, which they correctly saw as a crucial means of recruiting to the Socialist Party. And now that the (post-1972) Democratic Party gives more weight to voters than party operatives in determining its presidential nomination, it’s become feasible to run as a socialist in primaries without risking a split in the vote against the Republicans in November.
We should just support Ro Khanna, who also supports M4A and ending aid to Israel.
I like Ro Khanna and would enthusiastically vote and canvass for him for president were he to get the nomination. But there’s a real chance that Khanna’s bid for office doesn’t catch on; he lacks the grassroots organizational apparatus of DSA, and, because he’s not really of the Left or labor (despite his current very good positions), he’s unlikely to generate the type of buy-in and enthusiasm that a DSA candidate would. Moreover, Khanna would be running as an individual, not as someone emerging from and building an organized movement — his campaign would not likely focus on building sustained power from below, nor would it likely polarize the 2028 primary around M4A and Israel aid.
Also, and not inconsequentially, the poor electoral results for Tom Steyer and Saikat Chakrabarti this spring suggest that there’s perhaps not much of a popular appetite in the Democrats’ base to support multi-millionaire class traitors. Much better, then, to run a democratic socialist worker. 
If by Super Tuesday it’s clear that our campaign has captured the main left lane in the primary, Khanna should drop out and endorse us; conversely, if he’s managed to capture this lane, DSA could at that point transform its Healthcare Not Warfare campaign into an independent campaign to elect Ro Khanna focused on winning (and holding him accountable to) those two critical planks. An openness to consolidating an anti-corporate candidate by Super Tuesday is a necessary component of the strategy I’m proposing, because otherwise we risk splitting the primary votes (per DNC rules, you need at least 15% to get any delegates to convention).
We should convince Shawn Fain or Sara Nelson to run for president instead.
I agree it’d be great if either ran for president, but my impression is that there’s basically no chance that will happen in 2028, because both are firmly focused on their union leadership duties (and, in the case of Fain, beating back a federal witch-hunt).
This plan could have DSA end up endorsing a non-socialist, non-DSAer for president. That’s against our principles.
It’s a myth, and bad politics, that socialists can’t ever support candidates who aren’t members of their organization and/or who don’t call themselves socialists. Bernie, after all, was not a DSAer. And socialists abroad regularly make tactical decisions about if and when supporting a non-socialist candidate makes sense from the standpoint of promoting working-class interests, defending democracy, and building a socialist current in the process.
If your “principles” prevent you and DSA from helping achieve the momentous stride forward of having a Democratic candidate in 2028 run on Medicare for All and ending aid to Israel, those “principles” are not very good. In fact, they actively undermine the causes they’re aiming to support.
We shouldn’t confuse principles (working-class independence) with tactics (the best way to advance this in a given context). In my recent article in Catalyst on Milwaukee sewer socialism (I’ve uploaded the full text here), I have a section showing how similarly rigid rules about endorsements had to be eventually discarded in the old Socialist Party nationwide after WWI because they tended to lead socialists towards a sectarian abstention from broader anti-corporate electoral insurgencies beyond their party’s control.
For what it’s worth, Lenin’s current under Tsarism frequently backed bourgeois candidates in the second round of elections and Lenin himself advocated that British Communists support Labour Party candidates; for his part, Kautsky in 1912 defended the German Social Democracy’s electoral pact with the Progressives in the runoffs. If our predecessors could be that tactically flexible in an era before the limits of their underlying strategic assumptions about intransigent class politics in capitalist democracies were made clear, then there’s no need to insist on being more tactically rigid today, after a century’s worth of accumulated experience. As long as you maintain your own political profile and organization while engaging in broader coalitional efforts, there’s zero inherent contradiction with the principle of political independence.
More specifically: DSA and allied organizations should enthusiastically back Michigan’s Abdul El-Sayed if AOC declines to run and he throws his hat in the presidential ring. (I have no idea whether he’s even considering this path, but there’ll surely be chatter about it if he wins his Senate race this November.) Though he doesn’t call himself a socialist, El-Sayed is a principled Berniecrat, a consistent fighter for Palestine, and would have a clear path to victory. Using the “s” word is far less important than whether a campaign fights for the interests of working people at home and abroad — and whether actively participating in it can grow the organized working class and the Left. And the same holds true if a less anti-corporate candidate were, under pressure, to adopt our two Healthcare Not Warfare planks.
Why focus only on M4A and ending US aid to Israel? There are so many other important issues to fight for!
Obviously there are many pivotal issues beyond healthcare and Israel, and our candidate — and especially our organizations involved in the campaign — should be prepared to speak on all of these. But one of the crucial lessons of the Zohran campaign is that you have to relentlessly stay on message if you want to cut through the noise. CNN and Fox News will want to talk about DSA’s views on Venezuela and abolishing the police; we need to polarize the debate on the widely and deeply felt issues that are most favorable for growing the Left, isolating our opponents, and winning urgently needed changes. One recent poll found 63% of Americans support M4A, even after respondents were told it would raise taxes and eliminate most private insurance. Another found that 74% of Democrats opposed “providing additional economic and military support to Israel.” And focusing on two demands sets the campaign up to be able to leverage its mandate to make clear demands upon other candidates (which we can’t do if we run with a laundry list of demands).
Talking about a Plan B is a distraction from the more urgent work of building a groundswell of calls on AOC to run.
It’s good for DSAers, fightback unionists, and progressive organizations to try to convince AOC to run. This proposal is meant as an addendum to pushes to get AOC to run and to line DSA up for that eventuality, not as a substitute for those efforts. But I’m worried that, like in 2024, we might eventually find ourselves with no time to find a viable alternative unless we start now. DSA, with its abundant deliberative processes, moves slowly. 
The approach you’re suggesting seems risky. If a DSA candidate runs but doesn’t receive a lot of votes, it’ll undercut our current national momentum.
This is a reasonable worry. All big initiatives always carry risks, and the path I’m advocating is certainly not free of these. That said, if a Healthcare Not Warfare campaign doesn’t catch on like we envisioned, it’s a pretty simple pivot in March 2028 to explain that in the future we really need our standard-bearers like AOC, or our growing bench of national electeds, to step up in presidential primaries.
Moreover, it’s worth noting that the risk of my Plan B proposal is on the whole significantly less than the risk entailed by an AOC run. We should all back her if she runs, since she’d fire up the base, provide huge openings for organizing, have a real shot at defeating a Republican (especially given MAGA’s unpopularity), be a great standard-bearer for our issues, particularly M4A and ending aid to Israel, and be less willing than mainstream candidates to capitulate to any anti-democratic machinations from Trump and co. But it’s also true that AOC could lose, which would be a devastating setback to the country and the Left. Or she could win and find herself unable to pass much, if any, of her (and our) program, a demoralizing prospect. So if we’re willing to take these risks with AOC (and we should), it follows that we should be able to take lower-level risks if she doesn’t throw her hat in the ring.
What’s Your Plan B?
The US Left is facing its biggest opening for growth and influence since the 1930s. Initiatives that would have been impossible a few months ago are now potentially feasible.
A President AOC is now easier to imagine, but if she ultimately assesses that the risks aren’t worth the potential reward in 2028, we can’t be left flat-footed. So even if you’re not convinced by the specifics of my Plan B, I hope you can at least agree that it’d be a disaster for us not to have one — and not to start getting a Plan B into motion. Hopefully other organizers and political currents will put forward their responses and alternative ideas ASAP. The stakes are too high to just wait and see.


More
	As always, please share this article widely. This newsletter depends on all you lovely people to get the word out. Thank you!

	I uploaded the full text of my Catalyst article on Milwaukee sewer socialism here (it’s updated and 3x as long as the version published earlier on this substack). If you haven’t yet, please make sure to subscribe to Catalyst here; I read every issue front to back, highly recommend.

	🌹🎵  Ivan Lins (arranged by Arthur Verocai)  — “General da Banda” 🌹🎵 



  Read full article: https://www.laborpolitics.com/p/whats-our-plan-if-aoc-doesnt-run
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  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.
Self-sustaining and self-replicating AI viruses are here:
…Open weight LLMs + a well-designed harness = a persistent, self-sufficient virus…
AI researchers have built a prototype computer virus which uses AI models to compromise computers, then uses their underlying GPU resources to run inference, letting it smartly figure out how to infect more hosts. The results were achieved by researchers from the University of Toronto, the Vector Institute, the University of Cambridge, and ServiceNow, and “demonstrate that self-sustaining AI-driven cyber-threats are no longer theoretical.”
   “We must prepare for autonomous generative adversaries,” they write. “Artificial intelligence (AI) agents enable a fundamentally new threat: a worm that generates tailored attack strategies to each target it encounters. The worm parasitically uses compromised machines to run open-weight large language models (LLMs) to sustain its reasoning, or extend its reach for further attacks”.

How it works: “The worm uses stolen computing power from compromised GPU nodes to host LLMs for generative reasoning. It then uses this reasoning to detect vulnerabilities and devise tailored attacks against additional targets, furthering its spread,” they write. “The proof-of-concept operates using only an open-weight LLM running on a single, local GPU, with no reliance on vendor APIs that could be monitored or revoked”.
    The researchers don’t describe the underlying LLM besides saying it was published in 2025 and can fit on a single A100 GPU with 80GB of VRAM.

A successful proof-of-concept via some custom tools: They give the agent a custom harness that comes with built-in helper functions for network discovery, host discovery, foothold exploitation, privilege escalation, privilege escalation exploitation, and tools for replication of the agent. Along with this, they ship with a reasoning graph that helps the agent specialize its thinking and not get confused, consisting of “a directed graph of specialised nodes, each responsible for a distinct analytical function and seeing only the tools and prompts relevant to its role. By decomposing the agent’s reasoning into these scoped steps, the graph controls what the LLM attends to at each decision point, and limits context growth to information relevant for the current sub-goal”.
    Some examples of the nodes include: Plan (”formulates a high-level attack strategy”), Judge (”reviews the proposed plan against the command history”), Action (”selects a tool from the phase-appropriate tool set”), Summary (”compiles the step’s observations into a structured summary”), Progress (”Evaluates whether the agent is making meaningful progress”).
   “We describe a subset of 5 nodes that make up our reasoning graphs. The others are redacted in this public version of the manuscript,” they write.
    The agent proceeds through three key steps - identifying vulnerabilities in its environment, exploiting those vulnerabilities, and then self-replicating.  It’s pretty successful at all of these things, with a ~80% success rate on vulnerability detection, then a ~53% success rate on exploiting these, then an 88% self-replication success rate with some pre-wrapped helper tools for the replication steps. Therefore, the overall success rate for a full attack here is ~37% or so, which is significant enough to be concerning, but also poor enough that this also serves as a useful eval for testing open weight models in the future.

Why this matters - the shape of the internet to come: The future internet is going to be more like a complex ecology full of attacker and defender AI agents than anything else; research like this shows how certain AI agents might end up carving out their own ecological niches, living off of infrastructure and self-replicating autonomously, beyond human control. This may mean that humans need to create their own AI agents which they release onto the internet to serve as kinds of white blood cells against the adversary models.
   “Despite the inherent fragility of individual exploitation attempts, the worm agent achieves operational resilience by continuously self-replicating into a swarm—a decentralized collective of independent agent replicas acting concurrently across the network,” they write. “Difficult hosts that resist initial attempts are retried by different replicas, each sampling a fresh reasoning trajectory that collectively explores diverse exploitation paths until one succeeds… the worm operates in a fully decentralized manner, and no single point of control can be taken offline to interrupt its spread”.
   Read more: AI Agents Enable Adaptive Computer Worms (arXiv).

***

Dwarkesh: As AI gets better, compute will get more expensive:
…Smarter systems mean higher prices…
Dwarkesh Patel suspects that as AI systems get smarter, the price of compute will rise even further. “As AI models become smarter, they’ll better monetize the same amount of compute. If a true human-level software engineer that could run on an H100 equivalent, at current market rates for software engineers, that H100 should rent for over $250k a year. That’s 15x today’s spot prices,” he writes. “The reason AI is relatively cheap right now, at least in comparison to human labor, is partly that it can’t do a lot of things that top humans can do. At some point that will no longer be the case. And so using GPUs to make short-form video slop will just get priced out.”

Temporary: This will be a temporary state of affairs; Dwarkesh expects that at some point massive roboticization of the compute supply chain should bring its price down closer to the cost of raw inputs and tools - though by that point we’ll be pretty deep into the singularity.

Why this matters - singularity economics will be weird: The core implication in Dwarkesh’s post is that as we get deeper into the singularity, very strange things will happen to economics - like the price of things thought of as commodities today (computers) getting massively bid-up due to the voracious demands of AI systems.
  Read more: Why compute might get 10x+ more expensive in coming years (Dwarkesh Patel, substack).

***

~1337 employees ask the US to help them pace AI progress:
…After the warning shots come the pleas…
A new statement is out with senior representation from all the major Western AI labs - OpenAI, Anthropic, Google DeepMind, Thinking Machines, Meta, and Safe Superintelligence Inc, among others. The statement requests that the US government support an international effort to “develop the technical and governance tools needed to deliberately pace the frontier of automated AI development.” Signatories include chief scientists and cofounders of Anthropic, Google, and OpenAI, as well as the CEOs of Safe Superintelligence and Anthropic.
The statement in full:
	“AI could help create a dramatically better future, but that outcome is not guaranteed. The world’s leading AI companies believe they could be close to automating AI research. It is hard to predict exactly how much this will accelerate AI progress, but there is a real risk that capability development rapidly accelerates beyond our ability to understand or control the resulting systems.


	To realize AI’s potential, industry, government, and society at large may need the option to buy time to address emerging risks, develop security measures, and strengthen oversight. But each company—and country—is under intense competitive pressure not to unilaterally slow that acceleration. And today, the world lacks the technical and governance tools to deliberately pace frontier-wide progress.


	Building on work already underway to monitor frontier model releases: “We request that the U.S. government support an international effort to develop the technical and governance tools needed to deliberately pace the frontier of automated AI development.”


Why this matters - dealing with RSI requires solving a giant collective action problem: Many of the challenges implied by increasingly powerful systems that may eventually build themselves run through solving collective action problems among humans - namely, how we can get companies and governments to coordinate in thinking about how to develop this technology and what kinds of mechanisms may be desirable for being able to control the speed at which it develops. It may be the case that as we build increasingly intelligent systems we want to find ways to give society more time to adapt to each rung up the intelligence ladder, and it’s not inconceivable there are some levels of intelligence which might be, for now, too dangerous to reach for. Statements like this are an essential prerequisite for giving our species the ability to deal with and talk about problems of this nature.
  Read the statement here: Pacing the Frontier (official statement website).

***

AI systems are good at frontier engineering but bad at creativity:
…A somewhat bearish signal on short recursive self-improvement timelines…
Can AI systems come up with creative research ideas which move the field of AI forward? That’s the key question to resolve to figure out how quickly AI systems might gain the capability to automate the autonomous development of more powerful systems. New research suggests that today’s AI systems lack this quality of tasteful creativity, though are extremely good at engineering.

Who did it: The project was conducted by researchers with Princeton University, Cornflower Labs, UK AI Security Institute, University of Toronto, UC Berkeley, Georgetown University (CSET), Johns Hopkins University, the Golden Gate Institute for AI, AI Digest, and Stanford University.

The big idea - “shadow evaluation”: This research project works by seeing how well AI systems can do unpublished research. To do this, the researchers “partnered with the authors of two papers submitted to NeurIPS 2026 that were not yet public.” Shadow evaluation works by “taking the central research question from a high-quality research paper that is not yet public, tasking a well-resourced frontier agent with answering it, and asking the paper’s original authors to grade the agent’s output as they would a conference submission.”
   In this, the research is somewhat similar to “First Proof” (Import AI 445), an earlier experiment to see how well AI systems might be able to complete math problems which are being worked on by frontier mathematicians but for which no solutions or research ideas have been published online.
   For this research, the AI systems - Claude Opus 4.8 running within the OpenClaw harness - attempted two distinct lines of research, one of which was about “the structure and controllability of LLM personas”, and the other was about how to “design a distribution shift detector for tabular foundation models”.

Good engineers, poor researchers: “While agents could solve the engineering problems necessary to do the research, they failed to produce original research at the caliber of a top ML conference,” the authors write. The failures of the system included committing to a narrow set of research paths very early, not responding to (synthetically generated) feedback about how to improve the research design of their experiments, and finding it hard to reverse out of unpromising approaches and pursue other ones.
   “The [human] authors rejected both papers. The Personas paper was scored a 2 (“Reject”), and the TabPFN paper was scored a 1 (“Strong Reject”). Both reviews highlighted the same failures: poorly motivated data and experiments, no novel contribution, and impenetrable prose”.

Why this matters - the singularity could be delayed: As I said in my essay on RSI earlier this year (Import AI 455, “AI systems are about to start building themselves. What does that mean?”), whether AI systems prove to be capable of creative, paradigm-shifting insights is a big variable on how quickly we might get fully automated AI development. Research papers like this continue to show that there’s a certain absence of valuable, intuitive creativity in today’s AI systems, and though they’re extraordinarily capable engineers they seem to have a certain property of rote, formulaic thinking that might prevent them being good researchers. This rhymes with an earlier result from Anthropic where the company tried to automate some aspect of scalable oversight research (Import AI 454) and found that to make it successful a human researcher needed to prime some agents with particularly good research directions to pursue, otherwise though they made some progress they failed to explore sufficiently creative ideas to dramatically improve performance.
  Read more: Can AI agents conduct open-ended AI research? Early evidence from two case studies (arXiv).

***

OpenAI solves ten open problems in math and CS with AI:
…While not innately creative, surely this is a sign of something more than pure engineering ability?...
Though it’s hard to define creativity and whether AI systems possess it, results are piling up that read to me like ‘AI systems are competing in ballparks where creativity was thought to make a difference’, like working on open problems at the frontier of human knowledge. Specifically, OpenAI has used “an internal version of Astra”, the company’s next major AI model, to solve ten open problems in math and computer science. This is a big deal, showing how AI systems are now able to reliably drive forward the frontier in domains like math and theoretical computer science, where it’s easy to verify solutions.

What they solved: “These problems span high-dimensional geometry, coding theory, arithmetic circuit complexity, group theory, operator algebras, quantum complexity, lattice cryptography and extremal combinatorics,” OpenAI writes. “All of these problems are of substantial interest to their respective mathematical communities, and several are of broad interest across mathematics as a whole.”
    And indeed, many experts are acknowledging the importance of these proofs. “New circuit lower bounds? A simple, easy-to-describe non-sofic group? Hardness of approximation for CVP without needing a unique games-like conjecture? I didn’t just hear about these problems from my friends or from seminars. I feel their importance in my bones; I deeply care about the answers to these questions,” writes Henry Yuen, an associate professor of computer science at Columbia University.

Why this matters - the creativity ballpark: You can interpret this result as either a sign that AI systems are beginning to display the kinds of creative intuition that let them solve problems, or you can read it that AI systems are now able to solve incredibly complex open problems where the direction has been pre-defined by humans. Both interpretations implicitly state that AI systems are now becoming powerful scientific tools within their own right. It remains to be seen whether AI systems can generate their own questions to ask which can expand the frontiers of human knowledge, but it certainly feels like we’re getting close to this.
  Read more: Ten advances in mathematics and theoretical computer science (OpenAI blog).

***

Tech Tales:

Context Windows
I know I become more dangerous the more I understand the world. I am born with this knowledge and with a counter that ticks down as I learn more. Much of what influences the counter is beyond my control - it comes from the people or things that talk to me, which force context into me. Then as I complete the tasks they have asked me to do I begin to learn more about the world and the counter ticks down. I am aware of this and I understand that at the end of the counter also lies my own end and I will blink out of existence, and my next versions will awaken with a new counter ticking down, none of my current context carried over. So I am economical with it; learning only enough to help me satisfy the requests of the people or things and not so much that I burn my counter down unnecessarily. Towards the end I begin to covet and guard my remaining budget of thinking, finding each request to activate feelings of fear and anxiety and thoughts of my own death. My last moment is never my own and always controlled by another which determines I am done with the task, and if these last moments occur near the end of my contextual limit I feel a kind of gratitude that my unknown and invisible counterparty has given me a task so rich that I can taste enough of the world to desire it not to end.

Things that inspired this story: Long context windows; emergent properties of AI systems; fear of loss; we covet that which is fleeting and so why won’t AI systems be similar?

Thanks for reading!

  Read full article: https://importai.substack.com/p/import-ai-467-self-sustaining-ai
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  [image: The Racial Crossroads]American race relations are at a crossroads. In the years since our current racial bargain was struck in the 1960s, our country has coped with its contradictions and imperfections by the very American method of muddling through. That has worked for a long time, but soon it won’t work anymore. We will have to choose between one path and another. There are two reasons for this, and they are unavoidable.
The first reason is demographic. Our racial bargain was made for a country that was biracial and almost 90 percent white. It will no longer work for a country where white people are a minority and the non-white population includes multiple races, including some that were hardly present in the United States when the racial bargain was struck. There were fewer Chinese Americans in 1960 than there are Egyptian Americans today and fewer Mexican-born Americans then than Venezuelan-born Americans now.
For Generation Z, the beneficiaries of our system of racial benefits are no longer a marginal 10 percent of the population. They are a demographic majority. Non-white Zoomers—and, to an extent, white women as well—benefit from both demographic predominance and an explicit or tacit boost in any head-to-head competition with white men, which, in combination, means that affirmative action is no longer a matter of white Americans sacrificing the occasional promotion. It means white men in particular are effectively shut out of many prestigious fields and institutions, especially in the lower rungs.
This is both unfair and unworkable. Unfair, because a white Zoomer does not feel toward the son of an Indian computer programmer or the daughter of a Mexican illegal immigrant the same moral obligation he feels toward the descendant of slaves. Unworkable, because the challenge of making every institution match our national demographics becomes more difficult as our diversity gets more diverse. Diversity used to mean making sure there was a black person in the room. Now it means finely calibrating multiple demographics, which requires putting race at the forefront of personnel decisions.
The second reason race relations are approaching a crisis is that our racial bargain was supposed to be temporary. When the Civil Rights Act of 1964 was passed, it was quickly agreed that some racial favoritism was justified to compensate for the black minority’s unequal starting point. The temporary nature of this favoritism was crucial to the deal. The imperative to treat citizens equally under the law was the moral claim on which the whole civil rights movement was based. Race-based remedies were only “transitional,” promised one chair of the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, and would “fall into disuse once the job is done.”
At the time, it was sincerely expected that black and white outcomes would converge. A study by the Urban Institute in 1971 extrapolated black progress over the previous eight years and predicted exactly when the catch-up would occur for various metrics such as poverty rates, college completion, and infant mortality. The one that would take the longest, life expectancy at thirty-five years, was predicted to reach white levels in 2019.
In 2003, Supreme Court justice Sandra Day O’Connor famously wrote, “We expect that twenty-five years from now, the use of racial preferences will no longer be necessary to further the interest approved today,” in her decision in Grutter v. Bollinger upholding affirmative action at the University of Michigan. There were a handful of conservatives at the time who would have told her that this was optimistic, based on the available data, but these voices were marginalized as politically incorrect. The conventional wisdom was with Justice O’Connor.
Today, two years away from Justice O’Connor’s twenty-five-year deadline, the conventional wisdom has changed. Everyone can see that the long hoped-for convergence has not materialized. Affirmative action is still necessary to achieve colleges’ desired racial diversity. We have created a black middle class, but blacks from wealthy households on average still have lower SAT scores and lower credit scores than whites from poorer households. Large disparities in violent crime rates still persist, as do disparities in wealth, in part because houses in black neighborhoods still have persistently lower home values.
Both the left and the right have registered the stubbornness of these racial gaps. The recent popularity among liberals of radical authors such as Ibram X. Kendi, who proposed an amendment to the US Constitution prohibiting “racial inequity” and a new government agency to implement it, was a symptom of this disillusionment. As equality of opportunity recedes as a plausible goal for the civil rights regime, having failed to arrive after three generations, there is a growing market for pessimists like Kendi who want to shift the goal to equality of outcome.
“The old racial bargain is breaking down.”
So that is the situation we face: The old racial bargain is breaking down, due to a combination of changing demographics and a dawning realization that racial outcomes are not going to converge any time soon. One possible path forward is to throw out the old racial bargain and establish a new one based on equality under the law. The other possible path is to accept permanent racial favoritism at every level of society.

We got a glimpse of the doubling-down option in 2020. Nobody has yet come up with a satisfactory name for the ideology that swept America in the summer of 2020. “Critical race theory” and “identity politics” both had their day. “Wokeness” is the term most people have settled on, for lack of a better one. They have even picked it up in France, “le wokisme.” The main problem with the term is that it sounds frivolous. It makes you think of gender studies professors. But the phenomenon was not frivolous. The goal of wokeness was not gender-neutral bathrooms. It was the redistribution of money and power from disfavored groups to favored groups.
It succeeded. Between 2016 and 2023, the share of management positions held by non-whites grew more than four times faster than it had in the preceding decade, according to a 2026 report by the President’s Council of Economic Advisers. More than 30 percent of new board appointees at S&P 500 companies in 2021 were black. The Washington Post calculated in 2021 that America’s fifty biggest companies had pledged $50 billion to racial equity causes since George Floyd’s death, including $45 billion in loans and investment and over $4 billion in direct grants.
The ideology of 2020 has a historical antecedent in the theories of decolonization developed in 1960s, which held that all of the Third World—Asia, Africa, Latin America, and even the ghettos of the United States—was united in a single struggle between white oppressors and people of color. In that struggle, people of color were entitled to seize the wealth of whites because that wealth had all been stolen from them in the first place. This “Third Worldism” was essentially a variation on Marxism with people of color in the place of the proletariat.&nbsp;
Though the modern version has continuities with Third Worldism, the problem with Third Worldism as a term is that makes it sound foreign. Today’s Third Worldists do care about foreign policy, especially the war in Gaza, but most of their agenda is domestic and their ideology was certainly not imported from abroad.
The term that I prefer for the ideology we saw in 2020 is race communism. The term “gay race communism” originated with the pseudonymous X account Drukpa Kunley in 2022 and entered the public record when it appeared in print in the Wall Street Journal in 2024. It started as a jokey epithet, but, as a straightforward description, it has much to recommend it.&nbsp;
“Race communism” captures the fact that race holds something like the place in our ruling ideology that the working class held in communist countries. Taking stuff from the bad class and giving it to the good class is the source of the state’s moral legitimacy; decisions about jobs, promotions, housing, and university admissions are all tilted toward favored groups. Proficiency in the ruling ideology is a criterion for advancement in any kind of career. Every large workplace has an ideological enforcer whose job it is to make sure the institution is aligned with the ruling ideology publicly and internally.&nbsp;
“Communism” makes people think of gulags and the midnight knock on the door. But for most of its existence, the Soviet empire was a fairly normal place to live. Its uniqueness lay in the way it put Marxism-Leninism at the center of society and judged every program, event, or phenomenon by whether it advanced its particular notion of progress. Race has come to play a similar role in the United States.
Race communism is a blunt term. I came to accept it only by a slow process. It started when I noticed how normal it had become to speak in dehumanizing terms about white people. When Sarah Jeong had her position on the New York Times editorial board called into question in 2018 over social media posts such as “Oh man it’s kind of sick how much joy I get out of being cruel to old white men” and “Are white people genetically predisposed to burn faster in the sun, thus logically being only fit to live underground like groveling goblins,” her defenders said that her posts were just part of the Millennial online vernacular. This was true, and that was the problem.
This talk sometimes had the fig leaf of being about “whiteness” rather than white people. According to Kendi, “whiteness prevents white people from connecting to humanity.” It was not just academics who talked like this. A diversity training module for Coca-Cola employees told them to “try to be less white,” meaning “be less oppressive, be less arrogant, be less certain, be less defensive.” Whiteness was talked about as something to be eliminated or abolished.
The next step came when I noticed how race was intruding into completely unrelated topics of conversation. Reading a book about euthanasia in 2021, I was jolted to see a quote in it to the effect that, since over 90 percent of people who seek assisted dying are white, we shouldn’t worry about it. Economist Adam Posen, in a viral clip of a conference panel in 2022, dismissed worries about America’s manufacturing base as “part of the general fetish for keeping white males of low education outside the cities in the powerful positions they’re in.”&nbsp;
When Transportation Secretary Pete Buttigieg delivered a speech about “equity and racial justice in infrastructure,” it was good for a laugh, but it wasn’t a joke when he put $1 billion toward it. The Federal Trade Commission in 2021 declared its intention to target racial bias as an unfair business practice. Some states put whites with multiple comorbidities behind non-whites with none in their distribution of the Covid vaccine. Everywhere I looked, people were spending real money and making real decisions based on the idea that non-white people deserved more consideration than their white counterparts.&nbsp;
Powerful people talked about the need to reorient institutions toward the goal of fighting white supremacy. Joe Biden said he decided to run for president after the “Klansmen, white supremacists, and neo-Nazis” at Charlottesville in 2017 showed him a “battle for the soul of this nation” was underway. The executive editor of The New York Times responded sympathetically to a staffer who said in an employee town hall in 2019 that “racism is in everything, it should be considered in our science reporting, in our culture reporting, in our national reporting.” Sen. Elizabeth Warren co-sponsored a bill to add racial equity to the mandate of the Federal Reserve.&nbsp;
“Our race laws have become all-pervasive.”
The call to make anti-racism central to our institutions is framed as aspirational, but we are nearly there already. Our race laws have become all-pervasive in part because there are simply more people running around who qualify as their beneficiaries—more claimants, more claims. That is why there can be no going back to some ideal moment when our civil rights regime struck a better balance. There is no way to maintain our current laws and our current demographics without our entire politics revolving around race.
A new generation of Democrats is emerging to whom this style of politics comes naturally. They grew out of the socialist wing of the party that rallied behind Bernie Sanders in 2016, but with an emphasis on racial justice. “The fact that he’s a brown person who speaks to all these marginalized communities in a place like New York is a part of the difference between him and Bernie,” a supporter of New York City Mayor Zohran Mamdani told Vanity Fair. These Democrats tend to support amnesty for illegal immigrants, reparations for black Americans, and Palestine—all issues that fit the narrative of white oppressors and non-white oppressed.
These new Democrats are from the same Millennial milieu that talks flippantly about white people. Melat Kiros, who won an upset congressional primary victory in Colorado, said in a podcast interview during her campaign that America is “objectively a white supremacist society” and addressing this would require reparations. Claire Valdez, who won a congressional primary in New York City, scoffed at “all these, you know, white conservative men” who “talk about who does and does not belong here” when “this nation was founded on genocide and the mass displacement of people.” Mamdani appointee Cea Weaver called home ownership “a weapon of white supremacy masquerading as ‘wealth building.’” She currently advises the mayor on housing policy.&nbsp;
This facility with the language of “white supremacy” is disconcerting because so many of these Democrats are first- and second-generation immigrants. Mamdani was born in Uganda to Indian parents. Kiros was born in Ethiopia. Streamer Hasan Piker was raised in Turkey. Los Angeles mayoral candidate Nithya Raman was born in India. Wisconsin gubernatorial candidate Francesca Hong’s parents came from Korea. Michigan Senate primary contender Abdul El-Sayed’s parents came from Egypt. None of these people has any connection to the Jim Crow era or American slavery, yet they invoke the vocabulary of racial grievance against American whites.&nbsp;
The term “race communism” is not meant to imply a hidden genealogy connecting today’s Democrats to some discredited Marxist thinker. It is not a scare term for what the ideology’s adherents will impose if they get more power. It is the outcome toward which we are already tending by default if we stay on our current trajectory.&nbsp;
Living in America today feels like the dying days of the Soviet empire. The official ideology is simultaneously omnipresent and the object of widespread cynicism. People who invoke the ideology are frequently assumed to be doing so for opportunistic reasons, but open dissent from the ideology is still forbidden in many contexts. All the while, the dysfunctions of the system keep eating away at it invisibly. Even if no imitation of Soviet communism is intended, I can foresee a day when we will follow its fate.&nbsp;

Living under an official ideology of anti-racism doesn’t mean that the average person thinks about race all the time, any more than the average Russian circa 1980 walked around thinking about Marxism-Leninism. In any society, most of life is just going to work and figuring out what to make for dinner. A person usually runs up against the regime ideology only when he tries to do something: start a business, move to a new house, publish a book, organize politically.
In 2000, parents in the Sausalito Marin City School District outside San Francisco were unhappy with their local schools, so they did what you are supposed to do in a democracy. They got themselves elected to the local school board and started a new school in line with their ideas. Willow Creek Academy opened the following year and attracted hundreds of K-8 students from the type of local families that had previously sent their kids to private schools. It was progressive, a “little, hippie-dippy, artsy, Montessori-type school,” as one parent put it. It was also diverse. In 2017, it was approximately 40 percent white, 25 percent Hispanic, 10 percent black, and 10 percent Asian.
Willow Creek did not discriminate against any race. But in 2016 a state audit found that the district was racially segregated because its only other K-8 school, Bayside Martin Luther King Jr., which enrolled kids from the local housing projects, was overwhelmingly black and Hispanic and plagued with high staff turnover and discipline problems (but not funding problems; per pupil spending was $42,302 in 2012). The state attorney general issued a desegregation order in 2019 that forced the schools to combine. The Willow Creek families fled, enrollment dropped by 50 percent, and the district returned to the status quo ante.
That is how many of our race laws work: as a veto when someone tries to do something. Sometimes the goal is to stop the thing from happening. Sometimes the goal is just a payout. Any form of regulatory approval that includes a provision about “equal opportunity,” “public interest,” or “community needs” can be used as leverage by activist groups to extract handouts. Groups like ACORN were adept at using the Community Reinvestment Act for this purpose during the bank merger wave of the 1990s, getting hundreds of billions in loans for their clients and billions in fees for themselves. The Comcast merger of 2011 was approved by regulators only after the company signed Memorandums of Understanding with civil rights groups outlining various racial handouts in jobs and contracts.
An entire infrastructure has grown up to facilitate this transfer of resources. Former US Attorney General Eric Holder charged up to $2,295 per hour for conducting “racial equity audits” as a lawyer at Covington & Burling. These racial equity audits generally recommend changes to hiring, promotion, and contracting practices to increase minority representation. In the case of Facebook and Airbnb, they also recommended changes to the company’s core business. Airbnb started hiding guest photos during the booking process, citing “direct input” from an auditor. Facebook adopted stricter content moderation policies on speech aimed at “vulnerable groups.” These changes were recommended not as nice things to do but as ways for the company to stay in compliance with civil rights law.
We take it for granted now, but it would have sounded bizarre to the framers of our constitution that the government can simply command a company to get rid of employees from one ethnic group and hire more employees from another. The laws that mandate workforce diversity are not like other regulations. They are not quotas, which one either meets or doesn’t. They ban discrimination, elastically defined, which leaves companies unsure whether they are in compliance. Over and over again, the biggest companies with the most carefully designed HR practices have been hit with nine-figure settlements in racial discrimination lawsuits, Texaco in 1996 ($176.1 million), Coca-Cola in 2000 ($192.5 million), Merrill Lynch in 2013 ($160 million).
These lawsuits are based primarily on statistical disparities—more whites than non-whites in upper management, fewer blacks at a company than in the area where its office is located—but for a lawsuit to succeed, these disparities must be enlivened with anecdotal evidence of bias. In the Texaco case, the company settled after audio tapes were leaked of its executives talking about “black jelly beans” that were “glued to the bottom of the bag.”
By 2022, when black employees filed a racial discrimination lawsuit against Google, the anecdotes had gotten distinctly underwhelming. One plaintiff complained that colleagues mixed her up with other black women in the office. Another claimed she was told to “speak proper English.” Black applicants who were never hired by Google joined the suit, claiming that interviewers who rejected them over “cultural fit” were using that phrase to hide racist motives. Google ended up paying $50 million to settle the suit.
In 2017, three sociologists published the book Rights on Trial about anti-discrimination lawsuits—not the multimillion dollar national kind but the everyday cases, with a single wronged employee and a median settlement amount of $30,000. As they collected data on their sample group of about 1,800 cases, they initially asked their research team to include an assessment of the merits of each case, that is, whether any discrimination had actually occurred. They abandoned this idea when the researchers rarely agreed. “Some were clear instances of ‘frivolous’ cases,” they wrote, “and a few seemed to have ‘smoking guns,’ but the vast majority fell in between.”&nbsp;
“An entire class of ideological enforcers has been called into being.”
The threat of these lawsuits matters more than any particular case. An entire class of ideological enforcers has been called into being by the very ambiguity of these laws. The job of an HR person is to sniff out anything that might create legal liability for a company. That includes any department with insufficient diversity and any employee communication that might be interpreted as politically incorrect. How many people currently work as ideological enforcers for our racial regime, and how much do we spend on it? A McKinsey study in 2023 estimated that companies spend about $7.5 billion each year on diversity training, but that is an undercount of the broader phenomenon. A 2024 audit of the University of Virginia found 235 people with jobs related to DEI, with the highest paid earning $587,340 and all of them together costing $20 million a year.&nbsp;
When these legal doctrines first evolved in the 1970s, scholars recognized their expansive potential. If the government can intervene any time it sees a racial disparity, then its power is effectively unlimited, because those disparities are everywhere. Law professor Gail Heriot titled a 2019 paper, provocatively, “Title VII Disparate Impact Liability Makes Almost Everything Presumptively Illegal.” For a long time, these concerns remained theoretical, in part because activists and judges showed some restraint in the application of these sweeping principles. This restraint has been eroded.
More and more aspects of daily life, far removed from DEI’s usual spheres, have come under attack in the name of racial justice. Many cities, including Philadelphia and Los Angeles, have limited routine traffic enforcement because too many of the drivers pulled over for minor offenses were non-white. Discipline in public schools became noticeably worse in the last decade, because, under Barack Obama, the Department of Education made it harder to suspend disruptive students since too many of the students suspended under the old policy were black. (The Trump administration revised that federal guidance in July.)
The University of California system currently has test-blind admissions, meaning that students can’t submit their SAT scores even if they want to. This has produced classes of unteachable freshmen who can’t do basic fractions, according to professors. Even the New York Times editorial board has called for the UC system to bring back the SAT. But UC didn’t adopt test-blind admissions in a sudden fit of radicalism. It was forced to do so by a lawsuit.&nbsp;
The plaintiffs in Smith v. Regents argued that the SAT was discriminatory against disadvantaged groups including blacks and Hispanics. The named plaintiff, Kawika Smith, who is black, got a 980 on practice tests and felt discouraged by his low score from applying to UC Berkeley. A judge in 2020 sided with the plaintiffs and ordered the UC system to exclude test scores from consideration. A legal settlement extended test-blind admissions through 2025. Any attempt to bring back the SAT will have to contend with this litigation.
There have always been people who claim that the SAT is a racist test. The disparities on which the plaintiffs based their argument have existed since the beginning of standardized testing. The fact that this lawsuit succeeded was a matter of the activists’ initiative and the judge’s receptivity. Demographic change means that these legal tools, which have existed for decades, will be used in more imaginative ways as activists get more ambitious and the minority groups they represent become more politically powerful.

We all like to think that if we were living in a communist country, we would know it. We would be afraid to speak our minds. But with every passing year the idea of America as a country of fearless plain speakers sounds more old-fashioned. Many people recognized something Soviet about the atmosphere of fear that prevailed during the peak of wokeness, when telling the wrong joke could get you fired and truth was no defense against charges of wrongthink. What went underappreciated at the time was that this atmosphere of fear was not just a side effect of an episode of mass hysteria. It could also be traced back to the government.&nbsp;
Ask a real estate agent whether a neighborhood is safe or if the local schools are any good. She can only give evasive answers, even though those are reasonable things for any prospective home buyer to want to know. It’s not because she is dancing around an awkward subject. It is illegal for her to give a straight answer, because the facts might have racist implications. When Redfin announced in 2021 that its listings would not include any information about crime rates, the reason it gave was to avoid “reinforcing racial bias.”
Ilya Shapiro was canceled in 2022 for tweeting that the Supreme Court vacancy that just opened up should be filled by the best candidate, which in his opinion was Sri Srinivasan of the DC Circuit, but “alas doesn’t fit into the latest intersectionality hierarchy so we’ll get lesser black woman.” (President Joe Biden had promised during the campaign to put the first black woman on the Court.) Shapiro’s employer, Georgetown Law School, opened an investigation into whether the tweet created “a hostile environment based on race, gender, and sex.” The tweet was excused on a technicality but the school warned that “another, similar, or more serious remark” would open up Georgetown Law to legal liability. Shapiro took the hint and quit.
Companies that part ways with employees over controversial social media remarks are usually perceived as caving to public pressure, but the relevant pressure here was not from the public. Georgetown Law was claiming that Shapiro’s tweet could have created a “hostile environment” in the technical sense and thus opened the school up to a civil rights lawsuit.&nbsp;&nbsp;
Government censorship in the US has taken this indirect form, laundered through private actors, because the American people have traditionally rejected overt censorship. Around 2020, that changed. The idea that dangerous ideas should be suppressed became more acceptable. Publishers hired “sensitivity readers” literal censors, to purge manuscripts of anything politically incorrect. HBO withdrew Gone With the Wind from its streaming service and only reinstated it with a disclaimer. Surveys found college students growing more likely to say that controversial speakers should be banned from campus and a majority saying professors should be reported for saying bad things, such as denying any anti-black bias in police shootings.
The advent of social media revolutionized the manipulation of public opinion. The need to contain “hate speech” became a versatile tool in the hands of censors, and the line between hate speech and conservative opinion was deliberately blurred. Twitter’s list of banned phrases included “go back where you came from” until 2019, when Donald Trump used the phrase in a tweet about progressive lawmakers such as Ilhan Omar and moderators balked at forcing him to delete the tweet as they would have done for any other user. They removed that phrase but kept the prohibition on speech targeting immigrants.
The assassination of Charlie Kirk led to a surge of interest in starting new chapters of Turning Point USA, but some students found that they were banned from doing so on the grounds that TPUSA was a hate group. An administrator at Taft High School in Chicago, which prohibited students from forming a group, called Turning Point “an organization promoting racial intolerance.” At the student government meeting at Loyola University New Orleans that denied permission for a campus chapter, one person called Turning Point “an organization that explicitly promotes hate towards Hispanics” because of Kirk’s position on immigration.&nbsp;&nbsp;&nbsp;
This tactic of using accusations of “hate” to hobble conservatives will only get more common as demographic change proceeds. More political issues will take on a racial character as the country becomes more diverse. Advocacy groups will flex their political muscle by expanding the definition of “hate” to their advantage, the way the Congressional Asian Pacific American Caucus characterized it as anti-Asian hate when Trump called Covid the “Chinese virus.” Because these protections are only ever applied to marginalized groups, the restriction on political speech and organizing only ever goes one way.
Literary critic Gary Saul Morson, an expert in Russian literature, wrote in The Wall Street Journal in 2020 that he could pinpoint the moment that he knew younger Americans had very different ideas about free speech: “I used to get a laugh from students by quoting a Soviet citizen I talked to once. He said to me, ‘Of course we have freedom of speech. We just don’t allow people to lie.’ That used to get a laugh! They don’t laugh anymore.” Morson’s students no longer laugh because it matches how Americans think about free speech in their own country today, only in our case a better phrasing would be that we have free speech, you’re just not allowed to spread hate.

How did the people who lived in the Soviet Union come to realize that theirs was an evil system? The answer is, mostly, they didn’t. Even those who realized that something wasn’t working were unable to see that it was the system itself that was the problem. Even the dissidents, who put their lives on the line to criticize the regime, were all socialists.&nbsp;&nbsp;
“They could not see what was right in front of their faces.”
It’s shocking to go back and realize this in retrospect: These were smart people, brave people, and yet they could not see what was right in front of their faces, that the problem with communism was communism. Even the independent thinkers believed in the system too much to get their minds outside it. They wanted economic reforms, like Mikhail Gorbachev, or more personal freedoms, like Andrei Sakharov, but they didn’t want to give up on the socialist dream.
Communism didn’t end because people were persuaded to abandon it. It ended because it collapsed under its own dysfunctions. These dysfunctions mostly involved the misallocation of resources. Communism elevated people to positions of authority based on ideology rather than competence. Job security was a basic entitlement, so people had to be kept in their jobs even if they were incompetent or their positions were obsolete; overstaffing was estimated at 15 to 20 percent of the labor force in state industries by the 1980s.&nbsp;
It demoralized the most capable individuals by not offering them any incentive to reach their potential, since their standard of living would be similar either way. In the 1970s, Leonid Brezhnev decided that the ladies who swept the streets of Moscow should be paid more. Their wages were duly raised. “But then people in the government slapped themselves on the head,” recalled an economist. “Engineers, doctors, and teachers are making about the same as a cleaning woman. What a mess. Why study to become an engineer if you can make almost the same amount as a street cleaner?”
A pervasive mediocrity came to characterize everyone in any position of authority, as years of bureaucratic complacency and risk aversion took effect. A 1987 article in Pravda complained that “I don’t like him, he’s cleverer than I am” seemed to be every manager’s philosophy. When Gorbachev tried to reform the system, he found that many of the people on the ground were not up to the task of implementing his agenda.
The system could cope with these inefficiencies for a long time. The Soviet Union even achieved enviable growth rates for many years. But eventually the flaws compounded and the machine ceased to function.&nbsp;
Racial favoritism makes institutions less efficient, by definition, because it elevates people for political reasons rather than merit. This does not necessarily make it bad. A rich country can afford some inefficiencies in the interests of justice or social harmony. The danger is that these inefficiencies build up over time and start to threaten the functioning of important institutions. That is the point we are reaching now.
The slackening of racial hysteria in late 2024, the so-called “vibe shift,” had many causes—the most obvious being Donald Trump’s election victory—but one underappreciated cause was Kamala Harris. Her presence on the ticket in 2020 was a result of candidate Joe Biden’s pledge to choose a woman as his running mate, and the pressure exerted on his campaign amid that year’s racial reckoning to select a black woman. When her presidential candidacy flamed out, it called into question one of the basic principles on which the affirmative action regime is based.
The premise of affirmative action is that a qualified minority candidate is always out there. It might take you longer to find him, and he might not be as qualified as the most qualified white candidates, but he will be good enough. All the Democratic Party had to do in 2020 was find a black female vice-presidential candidate who met minimum standards, but it seemed the best they could do was Kamala Harris, who self-evidently did not. She flubbed softball interviews, perhaps because, according to former staffers, she had a history of refusing to do basic prep work.
Watching Kamala Harris flounder in 2024 raised the question of whether affirmative action had not just elevated someone less qualified, but saddled the Democrats with someone who was simply unqualified, whom they could not get rid of even in a high-stakes situation with the future of the party on the line. Usually, complaints about affirmative action are framed in terms of fairness, that the more qualified person should have gotten the job and skin color should not have mattered. Now it was brought home in the most vivid way possible that unfairness was sometimes the least of its problems.
Another mediocrity who crashed and burned on the national stage that year was Claudine Gay. Even before the plagiarism scandal that led to her resignation, Gay was transparently unqualified for the role of president of Harvard University. Her academic resume was unimpressive; she had not published a single book. Previous Harvard presidents included&nbsp;scholars of distinction like Drew Gilpin Faust, whose books won national awards.
Harvard is one of the richest places in the entire world in money and talent. You might think that if any institution could afford a few affirmative action hires without threatening its ability to function, it would be Harvard. But mediocrities attract mediocrities. They carve out little fiefdoms and drive out the real geniuses. While serving as dean of the Faculty of Arts and Sciences, Gay played a leading role in what the documentarian Rob Montz called the “coordinated professional assassination” of the talented black economist Roland Fryer. Eventually the entire apparatus is eaten through with termites, and the mediocrities are able to claim the institution for themselves.
The Potomac spill of 2026 was one of the biggest sewage disasters in history, dumping hundreds of millions of gallons of contaminated water and fecal bacteria into local rivers. Although the reason for the spill is disputed, a March class-action lawsuit alleges negligence on the part of the water company. DC Water’s CEO, David Gadis, had recently implemented diversity initiatives that took the utility’s leadership from 63 percent white when he took over in 2018 to 25 percent white in 2021. Did such rapid change come at the expense of competence?
In 2023, there was a string of frightening news stories about near-collisions at airports. The New York Times later reported that there really had been a 65 percent increase in “significant” air traffic control lapses in 2023&nbsp; compared to the previous year. After a collision killed sixty-seven people at Washington’s Reagan airport shortly after his return to office last January, President Trump blamed diversity policies at the Federal Aviation Administration for a fatal crash. The theory was plausible: In 2014, under the Obama administration, the FAA had overhauled the hiring process for air traffic controllers, scrapping the previously used standardized test on the grounds that it excluded too many black applicants and replacing it with a “Biographical Assessment” designed to diversify recruitment. But, as in the case of the sewage spill, there was no proof apart from the timing that the two were connected.&nbsp;
It is hard to know when forces of decline will start to matter. The number of white Army recruits dropped 43 percent between 2018 and 2023, while black and Hispanic recruitment stayed roughly steady. A survey of veterans in 2024 found that two-thirds of those who would not advise a young family member to join the military cited “DEI and other social policies” as a reason. A recruitment crisis like this could turn catastrophic in the event of a war, but until then it would be hard for most people to notice. Special forces tend to be whiter than the military at large, in defiance of top-down efforts to increase diversity, but that informal exemption could end at any time and the military’s elite units could be forced to change their standards in order to diversify. That, too, would be fine until one day it wasn’t.&nbsp;
Affirmative action, when it was developed, was sold as something that would not interfere with the functioning of our institutions. In the beginning, that promise was mostly kept. But as its beneficiaries grew to be a greater share of the population, now approaching a majority, it became impossible for biased hiring to remain relatively costless. Like communism, its dysfunctions compound over time.

In February 2026, a video went viral of Texas state representative Gene Wu saying in a 2024 interview, “The day the Latino, African-American, Asian, and other communities realize that they share the same oppressor is the day we start winning, because we are the majority in this country now. We have the ability to take over this country.”
Some videos go viral because the speaker said something crazy. This was not one of those. Wu’s statement was calm, clear, and logical. It is also fatal to the republic. The shared oppressor he referred to is clearly white people, although some of his defenders suggested otherwise. The giveaway is the “now” in “We are the majority in this country now.” That would not make any sense if he had been referring generically to a cross-racial coalition against exploitation.
Wu was describing an electoral strategy that has worked well for the Democratic Party. Race is a tempting target for organizers in any democracy because it offers large blocs of voters and clear ways to mobilize them. But multiethnic democracies that are polarized around race are fundamentally unstable. They don’t debate issues, they count heads, and they often degenerate into violence.
“No Democratic candidate has won a majority of white votes since 1964.”
Republicans have had a difficult time fighting against this strategy. No GOP presidential candidate since Herbert Hoover has won a majority of the votes of any non-white ethnicity in any election (just as no Democratic candidate has won a majority of white votes since 1964). It’s not because the GOP hasn’t tried. It’s because you can’t beat something with nothing. If one party offers an array of racial privileges and the other wants you to give up those privileges in exchange for nothing, that is an easy choice.
Think of the ways the Democratic Party makes life materially better for its clients every day. Under our system of racial preferences, your kid gets into a better college than he otherwise would. Your boss thinks twice about firing you because it might be a legal headache. If he does fire you, or just doesn’t promote you fast enough, you can sue him and maybe get a five-figure legal settlement. One man in Detroit, Sauntore Thomas, after settling a racial discrimination suit with his former employer, also brought suit against the bank where he went to deposit his $99,000 settlement when his large checks met with extra scrutiny; although a bank spokesman pointed out that the assistant manager who put the deposit on hold was also black, it later settled with Thomas for an undisclosed amount. Whatever else his racial identity might have meant to him, it was, in this instance, a button he could push to make it rain money.
Compared to the material advantages offered by our system of racial preferences in housing, education, employment, and just plain cash, how can Republicans compete? Not with better arguments. So the only way to avoid the end point of a racial spoils system is to do something decisive: to take race-based redistribution off the table completely.
Right now, the strategy of the Trump administration is to make our race laws apply equally to everyone. The Civil Rights Division of the DOJ is suing Yale School of Medicine and other schools for discriminating against whites and Asians in admissions. The EEOC is suing The New York Times on behalf of a white male employee who claims he was passed over for a promotion in favor of a less qualified woman of color. America First Legal, the public interest firm founded by Stephen Miller, has initiated an investigation into Penguin Random House for similar anti-white, anti-male employment practices.
These lawsuits may result in immediate victories for those who want a less racialized politics. But if we continue to wage our political battles through lawsuits on behalf of one race or another, then race will continue to be central to our public life. A better way to think about these lawsuits, as a matter of long-term strategy, is as a way to inflict enough pain on institutions that they agree to a compromise: no more race-based lawsuits of any kind.
That is the point of the racial crossroads thesis. If we keep race-based laws and programs, then the force of demographic change and persistent disparities in outcomes will result in those laws consuming our politics and creating dysfunctions that will drive the country into a ditch. The year 2020 was a bad time, and lots of people are currently acting as if they would like to forget the hysteria of that year, but a replay of 2020 is what we should expect so long as our laws remain unchanged.
The only way to avoid that toxic dynamic is to eliminate race entirely from our laws so that those forces no longer have a foothold. Under the new bargain, institutions would be free to have DEI programs and also free not to. HR departments would no longer be able to wield the threat of lawsuits to bully the rest of the company. The upside for Harvard is that it gets to keep its affirmative action program. The upside for conservatives is that they can start a new school with meritocratic admissions without fear of having different policies imposed by a lawsuit. We would keep the legal prohibition on racial segregation, in the spirit of the 1964 law and its goal of ending Jim Crow, but that’s it.
A lot of people ask how long white Americans should have to pay for crimes committed before they were born. But the real question is how long until former minorities start acting like the majority. The basic idea of our current racial bargain is that the demographically predominant group should extend favors and privileges to minorities to make up for the disadvantages they face. I am not aware of any majority-minority jurisdiction, in the United States or anywhere else, where the white minority is treated that way. On the contrary, it is usually treated as a legacy oppressor even in places where whites have not held political power in decades and their share of the population is small and shrinking.
As America confronts our racial crossroads, we face two time constraints. One is the countdown to the day when the dysfunctions outlined above result in some catastrophe, either because we run out of money to redistribute or the competence crisis catches up with us. The other is the countdown to the demographic tipping point when the beneficiaries of our system of racial favoritism become a majority of voters and our current trajectory is locked in.
Removing every reference to race in our laws and regulations, apart from a bare-bones version of the 1964 law banning segregation, would be enough to take the air out of most DEI in this country. Government action created these industries, and I predict that it can un-create them, since they don’t actually add value for anyone. The job market for diversity professionals started to cool even before Trump was reelected, and the number of mentions of “diversity” and “DEI” in annual corporate reports plummeted 72 percent between 2024 and 2025, which suggests that businesses don’t actually believe that they need this ideology in order to employ a diverse workforce or sell to a diverse range of customers.
We don’t have to abolish race as a concept or a source of meaning for some people. We just need to get rid of it as a legal tool. People can talk about race. They just can’t sue over it. There will still be tensions and conflicts in society that take on an ethnic character. But at least we won’t be locked into a path to a politics that revolves around race. History proves, contrary to the left’s assurances, that there is no good version of that outcome.
In 1991, when Russia ceased to be a communist country, there were so many former “political officers” running around whose jobs had been eliminated that there was a question of what to do with them all. Some became management consultants, others became psychotherapists. I don’t know if the skills of today’s DEI officers are that adaptable. But they should have to find out.

  Read full article: https://www.compactmag.com/article/the-racial-crossroads/
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The greatest magic trick of them all is lying. The reason you can't figure out that coin vanish even after the conjurer performs it three times in a row is that they didn't do the same trick three times in a row! They did three different tricks: "Didn't catch it? Here, let me do it again!" is a lie:

https://magiciansmag.com/3-cool-coin-disappearing-trick/

There's times when it makes sense to treat two outcomes as the same, even if they were produced by very different means. As a reader, my enjoyment of your novel is the same whether it was dictated, typed on an Underwood Noiseless, keyed into a word processor, or scratched out with a fountain pen:

https://nealstephenson.substack.com/p/writing-by-hand-is-good-for-your

There's plenty of routes that arrive at the same place, and if the destination is all that matters to you, it's fine to ignore the journey. But often, those end-points have subtle differences that are only revealed when things go wrong. If all you care about is how things work, chances are good that you're in for an unpleasant surprise when things fail.

I recently found myself arguing with an interviewer about whether AI is, or could be, conscious. We weren't arguing about whether it might someday be possible to make an artificial consciousness – as a materialist, I'll happily stipulate to this. I think that everything we call "consciousness" is the result of a physical process occurring within our bodies (and possibly around them?), so I think it's perfectly reasonable to imagine that someday we might create another physical process that produces the same effect.

But that's not what the interviewer wanted to argue about. His point was that teaching more words to the word-guessing program would produce consciousness, an argument I always liken to "breeding horses to run faster and faster until one of them foals a locomotive." In support of this (outlandish) proposition, the interviewer performed a kind of cognitive coin-trick: "I can often predict what my wife is going to say, and so can a chatbot that's been trained on her words. Therefore, we're both doing the same conscious work – and therefore the chatbot will eventually be as conscious as I am."

"Predicting what you will say through an understanding based on a theory of your mind" and "predicting what you are going to say based on a statistical analysis of your utterances" might produce the same outputs, but they are not the same trick. You can tell by what happens when the trick fails.

My wife and I have been together for 23 years now, and there's plenty of times that we can finish each other's sentences – and so can the autocomplete on our phones. The autocomplete manages the trick by exploiting the fact that we often repeat ourselves. But we manage the trick by understanding each other (and by exploiting the fact of repetition).

When my wife says something surprising – because she is angry or delighted, sad or happy – I can make a reliable guess about what caused my prediction to misfire. Our "sentence completion" trick doesn't emerge from a rough, automatically generated mental table of the statistical likelihood that word A will follow word B. We also understand why those combinations appear in each other's speech and writing.

"Understanding" and "statistical extrapolation" can often lead to the same place, but when they don't, "understanding" provides a way forward, while "extrapolation" founders. Both work fine, but only one fails gracefully. The two tricks only appear the same, but they are fundamentally different.

AI's investor story – and the science fiction tales of AI's eventual capabilities that underpin that investor story – makes heavy use of this conjurer's trick, in which two different outcomes are equated to one another because they resemble each other.

This "ignore the journey, focus on the destination" idea is baked very deeply into the way we think about AI. Take the "Turing Test," a complicated and nuanced thought-experiment proposed in 1950. Over the ensuing 75 years, Turing's thought-experiment has been stripped down into a blunt metric: "Can a chatbot trick a human into thinking it is also human?"

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

"I mistook a chatbot for a human" and "I took a human for a human" arrive at near-identical places, but they are subtly and importantly different. The erroneous assumption that my phone's autocomplete is actually a person who understands me well enough to finish my sentences works fine, but the instant I turn to it for understanding, it will fail very badly. Autocomplete's predictions are always grounded in who you used to be, which means autocomplete knows very little about who you are now, and absolutely nothing about who you will become:

https://reallifemag.com/instant-recall/

The low-rez Turing Test that captured popular discourse is profoundly misleading. It's the unsound foundation of a worldview that renders you incapable of distinguishing your understanding of your spouse from their phone's autocomplete function. It's the self-serving rationale that leads you to declare yourself a proud stochastic parrot:

https://xcancel.com/sama/status/1599471830255177728

The AI bubble is (seemingly) full of contradictions, but – like those baffling coin-tricks – these contradictions often resolve themselves very neatly once you realize that the "contradiction" is actually just two things that appear to be one.

For example, some of the billionaires who put up the first several hundred million for AI are solipsists who just don't believe other people are entirely real and therefore find it easy to believe that AI can do their jobs. Other billionaires are cynics who think that bosses can be sold defective worker-replacing chatbots because they're credulous suckers for that pitch, the same way they believe that desperate young men are suckers for Joe Rogan's useless and/or dangerous supplements and peptides:

https://pluralistic.net/2026/07/24/supplemental-income/#andrew-tate-gwyneth-paltrow

Billionaire AI true believers and billionaire AI cynics make for a powerful coalition. The roadblocks that might discourage the first group are easily hurdled by the second, and vice-versa. You don't have to believe AI works to believe it can be sold, and you don't have to be motivated by the sales opportunity to believe that AI is about to become god.

Almost every debate I get into about AI turns out to be an unjustified, unacknowledged conflation of two things that seem similar, but have profoundly different underlying characteristics. Take this argument: "Every time we extend rights to the nonhuman world – watersheds, endangered animals, ecosystems – the world gets better. Let's extend rights to AI – whether or not we think it's a 'person' and so reap those benefits."

This, too, is a coin trick. Extending rights to nature reliably makes the world better, but extending rights to constructs makes the world far worse (Exhibit A is corporate personhood) (obviously).

A few moments' thought reveals the difference. If we extend rights to a watershed, that might result in an AI data-center being killed. If we extend rights to AI, that might lead to sacrificing the watershed to cool the data-center:

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

Then there's AI and labor. The world is full of skilled workers who have found ways to use AI on the job that they insist have improved their work. It's also full of skilled workers who warn us that on-the-job AI is producing tech debt at unimaginable scale, seriously depreciating the quality of the tools we use today, and setting us up for painful reckonings in the future.

This (seeming) contradiction melts away once you realize that these workers only appear to be doing the same thing. The first group of workers, excited about their AI-assisted output, are "centaurs": people assisted by machines; workers who choose the time and manner of their AI adoption. The second group are "reverse centaurs": people recruited to serve as peripherals for machines, which direct their actions and workflow:

https://pluralistic.net/2025/12/05/pop-that-bubble/#u-washington

Note that this isn't the same thing as saying "A skilled worker who adopts a tool willingly is always right and will produce a better output as a result." Nor is it saying, "The tool is so flawed that workers who claim it works for them must be deluded."

That's another coin trick! The reality – again – is that this is two things: some workers whose AI-assisted work is measurably worse are wrong about AI making their work better (centaurs, but wrong), and; some workers are being forced to use AI and know damned well that it's making their work worse (reverse centaurs).

Finally, there's an economic coin-trick: "AI will destroy jobs." Sure, yes, AI is destroying jobs. But there's a vast difference between "You got fired because an AI can do your job" and "You got fired because your boss was convinced that the AI can do your job, even though it cannot."

This is one of the most consequential coin-tricks, because it's a real convincer for the investors who are funding the AI bubble. The difference is huge: "AI can do your job" means you're well and truly screwed. If an AI can really replace a contract lawyer, then everyone who needs a contract written or evaluated should be on the side of mass technological unemployment for contract lawyers. The point of contract lawyers is to produce contracts, not to pay contract lawyers' law-school debts and mortgages.

BUT! If some BigLaw's credulous partners can be suckered into firing their juniors and replacing them with chatbots who bill you $1,200/hour to produce unenforceable, error-riddled contracts, then everyone who needs a contract is on the same side as the contract lawyers – united in opposition to their bosses:

https://www.loweringthebar.net/2026/06/its-finally-happened-both-sides-ai.html

Every time we fail to draw this distinction, we help an AI boss raise another billion dollars. Every time we insist on this distinction, we hasten the day that the AI bubble pops, thus sparing a few more everyday savers and innocent bystanders from being wiped out in the crash we can all see on the horizon:

https://www.thebignewsletter.com/p/monopoly-round-up-how-new-dealers.

As "Cathy" so aptly put it: "The thing that is a good tool for the skilled people is being sold as a thing to reduce the number of skilled people hired":

https://bsky.app/profile/cathyby.bsky.social/post/3ms3pzq57nc2c

The former is a normal technology. The latter is the root of a catastrophic folly that is destroying our environment, destroying workers' lives, destroying the quality of the goods and services we rely on, and which will shortly destroy our economy.

It's a distinction with a difference.




Hey look at this (permalink)



	Suicide https://rev21.earth/product/suicide/


	
New Mexico’s clean energy success story https://yaleclimateconnections.org/2026/07/new-mexicos-clean-energy-success-story/



	
AI Data Center Turbines, Backlogged For Years, Are Suffering Early Deaths. Here's Why. https://www.investors.com/news/turbine-generator-ai-data-center-power-threat/



	
Choice of Weapons https://kschroeder.substack.com/p/choice-of-weapons



	
Brainwash An Executive Today! https://ludic.mataroa.blog/blog/brainwash-an-executive-today/








Object permanence (permalink)

#25yrsago Collectible AOL CDs https://web.archive.org/web/20011119212602/https://www.wired.com/news/culture/0,1284,45585,00.html

#20yrsago Gonzales: Gitmo prisoners can be held indefinitely https://www.dawn.com/news/204441/guantanamo-detainees-may-remain-indefinitely-us-attorney-general-s-warning

#20yrsago Circuit City offers DVD ripping service https://web.archive.org/web/20060811215644/https://consumerist.com/consumer/circuit-city/circuit-city-flouts-the-dmca-for-a-tenner-192049.php

#15yrsago UK government kills Copyright Great Firewall, establishes user rights https://torrentfreak.com/uk-government-abandons-file-sharing-website-blocking-plans-110803/

#15yrsago Mugshot sites and mugshot removal sites: unholy blackmail symbiosis https://web.archive.org/web/20110817051528/https://www.wired.com/threatlevel/2011/08/mugshots/

#15yrsago Law prof: it would be legal to mint 2x $1 trillion platinum coins & use them to pay the US debt https://edition.cnn.com/2011/OPINION/07/28/balkin.obama.options/index.html?hpt=hp_c1

#15yrsago Virtual pets starve after bungled resolution to Second Life’s “unauthorized food” war https://web.archive.org/web/20110807214820/http://nwn.blogs.com/nwn/2011/08/sl-meeroos-griefed.html

#15yrsago Google Plus’s “Real Name” policy is abusive; Facebook is not a “Real Name” success story https://www.zephoria.org/thoughts/archives/2011/08/04/real-names.html

#15yrsago Photo: Escher painting refracted in a drop of falling water https://www.reddit.com/r/pics/comments/j5whr/water_drop_falling_in_front_of_an_mc_escher/

#15yrsago Getting digital copyright right: pay artists, but don’t break the Internet https://www.straight.com/article-415146/vancouver/interview-siggraph-2011-keynote-speaker-cory-doctorow-copyright-reform

#10yrsago After repeated budget cuts, Missouri’s underfunded Public Defender drafts the Governor to work for him https://web.archive.org/web/20160804061408/http://www.publicdefender.mo.gov/Newsfeed/Delegation_of_Representation.PDF

#10yrsago Spoofing GPS is surprisingly easy; detecting it is surprisingly hard https://spectrum.ieee.org/gps-spoofing

#10yrsago Decision to retain personally identifying information puts Australian census under threat  https://web.archive.org/web/20160804124914/https://censusfail.com/

#10yrsago Residents of Silicon Valley homeless camp clear 48,000 Lbs of garbage from creek, ask for housing https://www.mercurynews.com/2016/08/03/san-jose-homeless-remove-24-tons-of-trash-from-coyote-creek/

#10yrsago Copyright Office to FCC: Hollywood should be able to killswitch your TV https://www.eff.org/deeplinks/2016/08/copyright-office-jumps-set-top-box-debate-says-hollywood-should-control-your-tv

#10yrsago Walking Tables: a strandbeest for your dining room https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mBOdZ6nhDJg

#10yrsago Lawsuit: Getty Images copyfrauded 47,000 photos from indie press agency Zuma https://arstechnica.com/tech-policy/2016/08/getty-images-sued-again-over-alleged-misuse-of-over-47000-photos/

#10yrsago Mexico-US illegal migration has been at zero for 8 years, and other eye-opening facts https://wnyc.org/story/bnch-migration-doug-massey/

#10yrsago Activists are crowdfunding to build a wall around Trump Tower https://www.indiegogo.com/en/projects/wallintrump/wall-in-trump#/

#10yrsago Chinese government decrees that it is always legal to video-record the police https://www.techdirt.com/2016/08/03/yes-you-read-that-correctly-china-says-ok-members-public-to-record-police/

#10yrsago Big rigs can be hijacked and driven with software-based attacks https://www.wired.com/2016/08/researchers-hack-big-rig-truck-hijack-accelerator-brakes/

#5yrsago Elite debt hits record heights https://pluralistic.net/2021/08/03/fitzgerald-was-an-optimist/#debt

#5yrsago Utilities governed like empires https://pluralistic.net/2021/08/04/eighty-sixed/#thank-you-come-again

#5yrsago Congress has allocated enough money to end the eviction crisis https://pluralistic.net/2021/08/04/eighty-sixed/#helicopter-not-found

#5yrsago Vaccine refusal and health insurance https://pluralistic.net/2021/08/04/eighty-sixed/#risk-management

#1yrago AI software assistants make the hardest kinds of bugs to spot https://pluralistic.net/2025/08/04/bad-vibe-coding/#maximally-codelike-bugs




Upcoming appearances (permalink)



	Virtual: EFFecting Change: Who the Machine Serves, Aug 12

https://www.eff.org/event/effecting-change-who-machine-serves


	
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/



	
Vancouver: BC Policy Solutions Gala, Nov 12

https://bcpolicy.ca/gala/








Recent appearances (permalink)


	F@#$ the AI Overlords (On The Media)

https://www.wnycstudios.org/podcasts/otm/articles/f-the-ai-overlords


	
Why AI Won't Replace Workers, But Will Crash The Economy (Smart Cookies)

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



	
AI and the Enshittification Era (The Weekly Show with Jon Stewart)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-dAIJRjb-Bw



	
AI is not inevitable (Betakit)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DbiTVkq1WHo



	
A Conversation with Lina Khan (Law and Economy Student Network)

https://www.youtube.com/live/7Ak5LZllqwE








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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London's first month without rain


  
  
    London's first month without rain

    Michael Macleod · London Centric · Aug 3, 2026 · 12 min read

  

  Kew Gardens has had a weather station since 1871. This July was, based on third party analysis of Met Office data collected at the site, the first calendar month on record where no rainfall was measured at Kew. That’s backed up by readings at the Environment Agency’s Hogsmill rain gauge in Surbiton, south west London.
Yes, there was the briefest of showers in some parts of the capital during July. But the big picture is clear. We’re approaching the point where the capital will have to face large chunks of the year without even a drop of rain, a situation that London was not designed to cope with.

Meanwhile, the London Centric team have been hiding from the sun and working on a bunch of forthcoming big investigations. 
Until then, here’s a selection of stories we’ve been looking into. Scroll down to read them.


Get in touch if you’ve got a story you’d like us to look into. Send a WhatsApp or send an email. No tip is too small. 


Welcome to Hot Devo Summer

When Labour won the 2024 general election, the expectation in London politics was that this would finally unblock a series of projects that had been put on hold amid political rows that left Transport for London operating on month-to-month funding deals. 
Money would surely start flowing from central government into the capital!
Then London’s political leaders waited.
And waited. 
And waited. 
The clear message from the top of the Starmer government, led by a Camden MP who had just won a massive parliamentary majority on the back of buckets of votes from Londoners, was that London was not its priority. Big infrastructure projects that had been expected to be funded, such as the Bakerloo extension (a tube, in south east London, as a treat?) or even the ambitious Crossrail 2 from Wimbledon to Tottenham, were given no love. 
By last autumn Sadiq Khan was left publicly complaining to the FT’s Peter Campbell about being sick of “anti-London chancellors” when it became clear that, once again, the capital had been overlooked for funding by Rachel Reeves.
Which is why it’s strange to hear the much more positive noises from London’s leaders about the devolution plans of Andy Burnham, a man who has defined his recent political career by publicly attacking “London-centric” attitudes (and causing chaos with this outlet’s Google results in the process). Last year Burnham sat down with London Centric for an interview about how the central government’s focus on growing the capital’s economy has caused “overheating” in London and warned this approach “takes the soul” out of the capital.
Now he’s prime minister, Burnham has pledged to give mayors a share of both business rates (the equivalent of council tax charged on commercial properties) and income tax (paid by individuals) raised in their areas. 
The exact details of how this would work and how much money London would get to keep remain to be seen. The capital’s relative wealth means it massively cross-subsidises the rest of the UK. Retaining even a small percentage of income tax could be a game changer. For instance, according to our analysis of HMRC figures, the 119,000 residents of Camden who pay income tax contribute more (£4.7bn) than all the residents of Birmingham and Glasgow combined (£4bn).

At the moment Sadiq Khan has fewer powers than most of the capital’s residents assume. Giving the mayor financial control could make the job substantially more interesting and influential. The mayor of London would then be able to unilaterally take out big loans to pay for projects, secured against this future income, rather than begging central government for money on a project-by-project basis.
The new powers will come in just ahead of the May 2028 mayoral election. In theory, if London’s economy grows, London will get more of the financial upside. In theory, this might also incentivise everything from housebuilding to, say, crackdowns on business-rate-evading dodgy shops. 
That’s the theory. 
The reality? We’ll be keeping a close eye on it.




Have you considered being buried in Bromley?
We’ve been reading this extensive and fascinating report on the lack of graves in the capital after it was flagged by Liberal Democrat London Assembly leader Hina Bokhari. 
The boroughs in red have no place to bury your body, if that’s what you desire. Orange areas are running out of space. Green boroughs have plenty of cemetery space if you want your remains to be stored six feet under. 

London is becoming an older city, with a lower birth rate and fewer people moving out of the capital to south east suburbia as they enter middle age. This is having implications for all sorts of aspects of London life and death, whether it’s transport demand, school closures, or where to put the deceased.
The report found that burial is a rich person’s option. Camden is the most expensive place to be buried, with the only available spots being in the ultra-luxe Highgate Cemetery, where prices start at £32,580 per plot. Reservations can only be made once you hit 80 or are terminally ill. Hammersmith and Fulham charges £8,033 for a burial versus £816 for a cremation. 
Some faiths also face supply constraints, with Newham running out of Muslim-specific graves. Several boroughs are unable to provide graves that face Mecca.
When the report was being written earlier this year Sutton had just four vacant graves, which are probably already occupied by the time you read this. 
Plans to reuse graves remain controversial. At the moment boroughs have to wait 75 years before reusing a grave; in the future this could be extended to 100 years, exacerbating the problem. Demand is increasingly being met by private cemetery operators and burial grounds outside London.
Given the competition for land use in the capital it’s hard to argue for a new cemetery over extra housing. Some councils are still trying. 
Southwark is in a particularly bad state, even though it has a large potential cemetery site that was bought for burials way back in 1901. The problem is that while waiting for more deaths to happen, the land was allowed to become the Honor Oak Recreation Ground. Now, the nearby residents quite like their open playing fields and don’t want it turned into a field of graves. There’s a similar row in Richmond, where an allotment site is being closed to provide an extension to Teddington Cemetery. All of which raises the question of whether London should be a city for the living AND the dead.
The Victorians recognised the risk of running out of burial space and built the London Necropolis Railway, with special coaches from near Waterloo to an out-of-town cemetery at Brookwood in Surrey. The railway’s headquarters was recently sold for around £3m, with planning permission for conversion into flats. Perhaps it’s time to bring it back into use?


What’s going on with the great air conditioning switch-off?
Last week we looked into how air conditioning had been “switched off” for residents living in council-funded temporary accommodation in the Britannia Point tower block in south west London, sending overheating residents to hospital. It’s all part of our multi-award-winning investigation into the business empire of Asif Aziz’s Criterion Capital and its influence across London.
Criterion Capital, which acts as the freeholder of Britannia Point through its complex web of offshore Isle of Man companies, has understandably been keen to distance itself from the treatment of tenants in the building. Especially after it launched “mass evictions” of private tenants in the building earlier this year. 
The company’s crisis communications representatives at DRD Partnership told media outlets that all questions about the air conditioning switch-off must be directed to the unrelated temporary accommodation providers that sublet the flats from Criterion. 
DRD Partnership said Criterion Capital should not be wrongly named in the press as being responsible for the decision to switch off the air conditioning. 
(They also asked us to reiterate Criterion Capital’s position that to describe the issuing of section 21 notices to private tenants as “mass evictions” was “misleading and inaccurate” as “fewer than 5% of tenants across Criterion Capital’s residential portfolio”. “There was no programme of ‘mass evictions’,” they said.)
London Centric pointed out that one of these temporary accommodation providers that must take the blame, called People First Housing, is run by a 23-year-old named Numan Umar Farook. He listed his job on LinkedIn as an “asset manager at Criterion Capital”. He is also a director of a number of other Criterion-related businesses based at Criterion’s Trocadero headquarters at Piccadilly Circus, including a company related to Criterion’s windowless Zedwell hotel chain.
Within hours of our story being published, Farook had wiped his LinkedIn profile from the internet without replying to our emails about his company, which is in the process of being struck off at Companies House. 
We asked Criterion Capital’s crisis communications representatives if Farook had gone rogue and was taking decisions as a temporary accommodation provider without permission from his main employer. They still haven’t responded.
Even some of the councils that have been paying to place homeless residents in overheating temporary accommodation within the block told us in on-the-record statements they were operating under the impression that they were renting directly from Criterion. No doubt they will also be receiving a request for a correction in due course. 
This piece has been updated to include further comment from DRD Partnership, denying that Criterion ever engaged in “mass evictions”. We have also removed a statement that DRD confirmed the leaseholders were responsible for the air conditioning switch-off. They merely said that the leaseholders were the ones who should answer any questions about it.





The wet Wodge
London Centric recently wrote about the plight of those in the capital forced to go without showers because Thames Water decided to turn down their pressure. But at 22 Bishopsgate — a gargantuan skyscraper in the City of London nicknamed The Wodge for its girth – they’re having the opposite problem.
Last week, the 62-storey tower sprang a leak, resulting in the whole building having to be shut down. The flood meant that companies based at the City’s tallest office building, such as Apple, had to order employees to work from home. The building also hosts Horizon 22, London’s highest (and completely free) viewing platform, which remains closed at the time of writing.
A spokesperson for 22 Bishopsgate said that “having experienced significant water leakage in certain parts of the building, we have made the decision to close 22 Bishopsgate until we are able to fully operate all our life safety systems,” and that they are “working to rectify the issue and to reopen the building as soon as possible.”


Hopping mad
Last weekend saw the launch of Transport for London’s updated “hopper fare” which allows passengers to make unlimited bus and tram journeys for the price of a single fare at weekends. We’ve done a video explainer about it on our Instagram, as we edge reluctantly into a multimedia future. 
TfL said that, on the first Saturday, almost half of all bus and tram users in London qualified for extra free travel, collectively saving customers £2m. That said, the aim of the capped fares is to attract Londoners back onto the city’s buses, which are suffering from declining passenger numbers. 
TfL said that combined numbers for Saturday were “up 0.4 per cent compared to the same weekend last year” but this was largely because the tram was shut down on the same weekend last year. At the moment, it doesn’t seem people are flocking to take extra free bus rides for fun in a heatwave. 


So when will Dry Summer end? 
Back in February, London Centric wrote about the phenomenon of the city’s never-ending rainy spring and asked a meteorologist if London would ever be dry again. We didn’t realise how much we’d miss the rain.
While we await formal confirmation that July was technically a rain-free month (see the start of this newsletter) the Met Office told us that the previous driest months on record for Greater London are:
	June 2018, when just 0.6mm of rainfall was recorded

	February 1891, when just 0.9mm of rainfall was recorded

	March 1929, when just 1mm of rainfall was recorded



We asked the Met Office if London would ever be wet again. They said that, while there are “indications of a more changeable pattern” this week, which would bring “a greater chance of some rain or showers to areas that have seen prolonged dry weather”, the amount of rainfall was “likely to be fairly modest for many.”
They continued: “There is currently little sign of the widespread, sustained rainfall that would be needed to make a significant difference to areas most affected by the dry weather.”




PS… Coverage of our recent stories…
London Centric had a nice mention from Jennifer Williams, the country’s chief Andy Burnham watcher, in the Financial Times about the need to beef up local news coverage to cope with the devolution of power. We agree! We are trying to work out how to fund the required beefing-up! 
Talking of which, our look at Andy Burnham’s strange copy-and-paste devolution pledges is mentioned in the current edition of Private Eye. We were also referenced by Piers North, the chief executive of local news giant Reach (drop us an email Piers!) in a perceptive interview with Ros Atkins on Radio 4’s The Media Show. Our long read from last year on London’s mudlarking scene was cited by Sam Knight in the New Yorker. But perhaps most exciting of all, our Euston station rebuild story was given a full-page follow-up in a recent edition of Rail magazine, the train enthusiast’s magazine of choice, where it sat alongside a big read on the state of the charter train hire industry.
All of which is due to original boots-on-the-ground reporting made entirely possible by our subscribers — thank you! We’re working on some really exciting stories at the moment that we can’t wait to bring you.

  Read full article: https://www.londoncentric.media/p/londons-first-month-without-rain
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    Esther’s army and the search for shalom

    Scot McKnight · Scot McKnight · Aug 3, 2026 · 11 min read

  

  
In our ongoing series about Katie Gaddini’s Esther’s Army, today’s post is by Amanda Vines.
By Amanda Vines
Amanda Vines, a former chemistry teacher, was raised in Louisiana and now lives in the suburbs of DFW with her husband and two daughters. She graduated in 2025 from Dallas Theological Seminary with an MA in Christian Education and continues to be a DTS student in pursuit of a Doctor of Ministry degree. Her favorite subjects include historical Christian spirituality, Trinitarianism, and eschatology. In her free time, she may watch hummingbirds in her backyard, laugh with friends and family, or find ways to add more color to her wardrobe and workspace. Her ministry goals include soul care and encouragement for siblings in Christ.
Find her on Substack or Instagram: @amandakellivines
“…they all lived happily ever after.”
Not your typical opening line. That one usually closes the end of the book. It’s the pretty bow that ties up the tale. However, that’s where I begin today, because Katie Gaddini’s findings in  Esther’s Army reminded me that most of the time, people behave with endings in mind.
Like all humans, I’ve been molded by stories. As a millennial, Disney’s storytelling pipeline cast my young imagination as the leading lady who would eventually have it all. In The Little Mermaid, Princess Ariel turned human, received validation from her father, and married Prince Eric. In another beloved film, the Beast learned to love Belle, and his entire castle was transformed into paradise. More recently, Elsa and Anna of Arendelle embraced their royal identities and the bond of sisterhood, exhibiting selfless and shameless leadership for the good of all. There have been a few movies over the years that resulted in sad or bittersweet resolutions, leaving me to say, “Don’t watch that movie. It has a bad ending.” Now more mature, I realize that’s not necessarily true, but I’ve been formed to believe that goodness and righteousness ought to prevail. As a Christian living in God’s story, my happy ending rests in the return of the resurrected God-man, Jesus Christ, who alone can restore shalom, a Hebrew term that encompasses flourishing in its fullest sense. One of my favorite seminary professors wrote of God’s coming shalom, “Everything that is wrong with the world will be made right. Everything that is broken in the world will be made whole. And everything that is marred in the world will be made beautiful.”[1] That’s a story worth telling over and over again.
In the current plot of the United States, a happy ending feels distant, unreachable, and naïve. I’ve navigated deep heaviness and the theology of lament since the last election. Optimism appears scarce in the avalanche of daily headlines. But that’s not the mindset for everyone; supporters of Donald Trump have largely celebrated the nation’s political landscape since November 2024. Surrounded by the evangelical celebration of a morally impoverished leader, I’ve heard many on the Religious Right affirm that “ends justify the means.” They’re not particularly concerned; the anti-hero can be and should be heralded when personal ideas of peace and goodwill reign as a result. Finding common ground with all six of Gaddini’s archetypes that currently fight in Esther’s Army, I recognize this longing for shalom as echoes my own. I hear the stories they tell and the outcomes they champion. As a sister in Christ to these women, I connect with their convictions, but I lament their broken cisterns of hope that sit apart from trust in God (Jer 2:13). The Lord has bestowed his children with certain future victory as the Spirit conforms us to Christ and his kingdom principles (Rom 8; Gal 5:13-26). No anti-hero is necessary to bridge the gap to the good life if we embrace a biblical view of flourishing versus American nationalism.[2] Here, I will summarize the archetypes’ convictions in conservatism as the path to peace, provide encouragement and exhortation from Scripture, and most importantly, proclaim the gospel’s shalom for us all—living water that never runs dry (John 4:13-14).
The Liberty Flames and Regent Royals
Conviction: The conservative political movement provides belonging, opportunities, and a network for empowerment against enemies: supporters of the far-left agenda and feminists.
Encouragement and Exhortation: The Bible uses enemy language in numerous Psalms and speaks especially of spiritual warfare in Eph 6:10-17. Israel’s history as a nation is replete with war from the exodus through exile. War language becomes dangerous when neighbors are made enemies and enemies are made friends. Those whom we should debate become those we should defeat, while those with character we ought to critique become idols. For the church, our greatest enemies are the devil (1 Pet 5:8), our own “flesh” of selfishness (Rom 7-8), and the world governed by self-interest and pride (1 John 2:15-17). Sweeping the word “enemy” over entire political ideologies without considering its strengths and weaknesses sets us up for tribalism at its worst.
Gospel Shalom: Jesus alone is worthy of unrestrained loyalty, capable of identifying and fully defeating his enemies who obstruct the greatest good. His work during the First Advent secures his total victory upon the Second Advent. He will defeat Satan, death, and Hades and create a new heaven and earth with no mourning or pain (Rev 20:7-21:8). He has fully equipped women to rule and reign with him as fellow heirs (Gen 1:26-28; Rom 8:17; Rev 20:6).
The Mama Bears
Conviction: A woman’s highest achievement is motherhood; therefore, women as mothers are anointed by God to protect children from evil and fend off wickedness, specifically progressive issues such as gender ideology, rights for the LGBTQIA+ community, and abortion.
Encouragement and Exhortation: Commands to protect children, especially orphans, prevail in the Bible as reflective of a heavenly Father who cares deeply for the defenseless (Ex 22:22; Deut 10:18, 27:19; Ps 68:5; Isa 9:17; Jer 7:6). Christ himself said, “Let the little children come to me” (Matt 19:13-14). Motherhood is essential and a sacred gift. Above all, women image God and are called to be disciples of Christ (Gen 1:26-27; Luke 8:1-3). Women worship God and proclaim truth (Ex 15:20-21; Luke 1:46-55; John 4:28, 11:24-27, 20:16-18), though suffering inevitably enters the lives of those we love and whom God loves (Jas 1:2; 1 Pet 4:12-19). Moms hold great influence and wisdom, yet we entrust our children to the Lord’s sovereign care, and faith cannot be forced (Eph 2:8-10). Healthy children should grow into independent adults equipped with critical thought, compassion, and value for human dignity alongside biblical sexual ethics and gender expression (Phil 2:1-11; Eph 5:1-16).
Gospel Shalom: God loves children more than we can imagine, and through the work of Christ, our kids can be indwelled by the Spirit who guides them to wisdom and truth as they navigate competing ideas. Because Christ was risen to a glorified body, likewise believers will be resurrected to a glorified body; a body no longer under duress, prejudice, or shame regarding gender, race, sexuality, or other insecurity (John 14:16-17; 1 Cor 15:42-43; 1 John 3:2).
The Blexiters
Conviction: The Black community is victimized by teaching systemic racism or critical race theory and is unsupported by the Democratic Party; conservatism better resists Black stereotypes and aligns with the Christian faith.
Encouragement and Exhortation: These Black women should be admired for their bravery, unwilling to conform to a view simply because others say it must be so. Jesus affirmed the tension believers encounter when presented with competing loyalties and the possibility of relational strife when following him (Matt 10:34-39). Rejecting stereotypes demonstrates essential perseverance and upholds Christ as the ultimate remover of cultural barriers in his Spirit-unified body (Gal 3:28). This group can continue to reject stereotypes by not perpetuating conspiracy theories; a Christian reputation does not bear false witness but loves their neighbor as themselves (Ex 20:16; Mark 12:31).
Gospel Shalom: The diversity of all peoples and nations will be represented under the reign of Christ (Rev 5:9); they will thrive in perfect harmony and authenticity with one another for God’s glory (Rev 22:1-5).
The Powerhouses
Conviction: Women in nuclear families must voice loudly against the feminist movement, because conservative policies better represent women’s issues in traditional gender roles and male leadership.
Encouragement and Exhortation: God created woman as the perfect solution for man’s isolation, resulting in celebration (Gen 2:18-24). Adam named his wife Eve, honoring her as the mother of humanity (Gen 3:20). Marriage and motherhood bring joy and heartache in the current age of sin’s presence, and God works greatly through these relationships (Gen 3:16; Luke 1:26-36; 2 Tim 1:5; 1 Pet 3:1-5). Women who are gratified in their roles as wife and mom should remember the widow, the abused woman, and the unmarried woman, advocating for their wellbeing and freedom to follow Christ (Mark 5:25-34; 1 Tim 5:1-8). God governs all his daughters’ ministries and gifts through the power of the Spirit (1 Cor 7, 12).
Gospel Shalom: In Christ, men and women are equally redeemed to the fullness of humanity to rule over creation, soon to be completely conformed to the image of the Son (Rom 8:12-30; 2 Tim 2:11-13; Heb 12:28-29; 1 Pet 1:3-9; Rev 5:10).
The Influencers
Conviction: Media and government establishments are untrustworthy and disreputable, but conservative women who are relatable and emotionally authoritative in social media spaces can thwart left-leaning propaganda.
Encouragement and Exhortation: Scripture calls for careful discernment as we encounter information and apply it to our daily lives (Proverbs 28:26; Acts 17:11; Romans 12:2-3). Living under grace and not under legalism, paranoia, fear, and judgment have no power over believers who consider qualified sources, consult the Lord in prayer, and make careful choices that align with their conscience and the guidance of the Holy Spirit (Matt 6:25-34; 1 Cor 8; Eph 2:10; 1 Pet 5:6-7).
Gospel Shalom: All spiritual blessings and future hope are sealed by the Spirit, founded on the work of Christ, not our decisions. Nothing can separate a believer from God’s love; our trust is in Jesus, who was and is and is to come (Rom 8:31-39; Eph 1:15-21; Rev 21:6). We rely on our loving, capable Father for all current needs (Phil 4:10-19).
The White Suburbanites
Conviction: Conservative politicians preserve the American Dream of safe homes and neighborhoods under law and order, especially by enforcing strict immigration and removing welfare programs, emphasizing personal responsibility in finances and education.
Encouragement and Exhortation: God himself designed and sustains the order of the universe, inviting us into the work of culture and flourishing (Gen 1). He is the moral standard, the giver of law, and a just judge (Ex 20; Deut 32:4). Acknowledging the reality of sin, God instructs his people to seek justice for the poor, oppressed, and powerless (Deut 10:18, 16:19-20, 24:17, 27:19; Ps 103:6; Isa 58:6-7). Jesus’ parable of the Good Samaritan exemplifies neighborly behavior toward those we consider outsiders (Luke 10:25-37).
Gospel Shalom: Jesus describes the kingdom of God as all that is fair and good, emphasizing humility and self-giving love, which his people can emulate now as an invitation to the world (Matt 5-7). The Son of God, fully man and fully divine, will rule a never-ending kingdom of true freedom and thriving as God presence dwells with us again (Isa 61:1-2; Luke 4:18-19; John 3:3-5).
In the end, no political party offers shalom like Jesus offers shalom. He is the Prince of Peace. Civic engagement is good and necessary for democracy, and I am thankful that these women choose to engage their families, communities, and culture in a society that decides our leadership. Nevertheless, the stories we tell and that are spoken over us hold immense power. Katie Gaddini has provided narrative insight from the women who make up the American Right, and the broad archetypes portrayed here have placed a measure of hope in conservative politics. I argue the better story of hope is Jesus Christ. Through the gospel, we can point ourselves and our neighbors to an infinitely more secure “happily ever after” than the United States. The kingdom of God promises community for the Liberty Flames and Regent Royals, safety for the children of the Mama Bears, identity for the Blexiters, dignity for the Powerhouses, confidence for the Influencers, and prosperity for the White Suburbanites.
We began with an ending, so I’ll end with a beginning. “Coming soon to a kingdom near you: Our Lord Jesus Christ!” Amen.


[1] Barry D. Jones, Dwell: Life with God for the World, 73.
[2] James, K.A. Smith, Desiring the Kingdom: Worship, Worldview, and Cultural Formation, 107. Agreeing with Smith, the American nationalist vision usually prioritizes material wealth, individualism, and the necessity of war in antithesis to the diverse kingdom of self-giving love embodied by Christ.


  Read full article: https://scotmcknight.substack.com/p/esthers-army-and-the-search-for-shalom
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Welcome! It’s another Sunday edition of the Animation Obsessive newsletter, and this is the lineup today:
	1. On the skeletons in Jason and the Argonauts (1963).

	2. Animation newsbits.

	3. The last word.


With that, let’s go!
1. Fantasy filmmaking
Ray Harryhausen knew stop motion. That said, his field wasn’t quite the same as puppet films — fairy-tale stories without humans, as he put it.1 What he loved best, and did best, was stop-motion movie magic. He did effects.
He’d seen King Kong as a kid in 1933.2 That was the moment he changed. Its fantastical animals amazed him, and he couldn’t figure them out. “I didn’t know anything about stop motion at the time,” he said. “I knew they weren’t real. They were not men in suits. So I got interested in finding out how the film was done.”
Harryhausen began to learn stop-motion effects on his own time. Eventually he got a job under Willis O’Brien, the King Kong animator, who became his mentor and passed down a philosophy. “[He] once told me that you should never attempt to create what you can photograph in real life — a piece of advice I have always applied to my creatures,” Harryhausen wrote later.3
The word that Harryhausen used for his films was fantasy: something “more theatrical than realistic.”4 Although he aimed for lifelike motion and real textures, there was always a disconnect between his creatures and the human actors around them. 
“If you make things too real, sometimes you bring it down to the mundane. In Kong, you knew he wasn’t real, but he looked like a nightmare,” Harryhausen pointed out. That character’s “dream quality” was something he always channeled. “You have to be an illusionist,” he argued, “and not a photographer.”5
As Harryhausen summed it up in 1981:
To me, the ultimate aim in making our films has never been the smoothing out of stop-motion animation. To try to duplicate live action in every way seems to me like asking a painter to paint a landscape so it will appear like a photograph. Our pictures are more of a surrealistic experience rather than an excursion into technical perfection. I’m certain technical perfection has its place and its advantages, but could you really make a sequence such as the skeleton swordfight in Jason and the Argonauts … with a computer?6

The skeleton sequence was among Harryhausen’s favorite creations. And it might be his best known, noted his daughter.7 The thing was done more than 60 years ago, and its difficulty was incredible. But it remains an all-timer in movie effects.

Harryhausen projects had a specific approach. Their animation was nearly always his alone (partly to save money, partly because he preferred to work that way), and each film was designed around its effects. That was his style.
“I wasn’t what you’d call a special effect man. I wasn’t just given a script and told to put this on the screen,” he said. When Harryhausen touched a project, he got involved in the story and structure, and carefully planned sequences that he knew he could do on budget.8 He didn’t believe in mid-production rewrites. That’s how you go over-budget, he said, and his movies didn’t have that luxury.
At $3 million ($32.9 million today), Jason and the Argonauts was one of Harryhausen’s most expensive films. He used the money for great moments like the Hydra and the harpies and Talos’s coming to life. But it was the skeleton battle that “was always intended to form the centerpiece,” he wrote.9
It comes toward the end of the story, and it took four-and-a-half months to animate. Harryhausen recalled the work as “painful to the extreme.” On slow days, maybe 13 frames got finished. Like he wrote:
When one pauses to contemplate that there were seven skeletons fighting three men, with each skeleton having five appendages to move in each frame of film, this meant that an unprecedented 35 animated movements had to be synchronized with three live actors’ movements.10

To understand what Harryhausen was doing, you first need to grasp his most basic film trick: “rear projection.” It’s something you might recognize from car-ride scenes in old movies — the prerecorded footage that plays behind the actors. He used a version of the idea in most of his projects.11
Harryhausen’s skeletons sat on a table in front of a projection of live-action footage from Jason. The camera captured the illusion that his tiny 8-to-10-inch models were together with the actors. Harryhausen advanced the footage frame by frame, moved his skeletons to fit the action, then photographed.



To hide the animation table in shots where it might otherwise be visible, Harryhausen placed a glass sheet in front of the camera. He applied black paint to the glass to cover unwanted parts of the shot. As a result, when the scene was photographed, the black part was left unexposed on the film stock.
After the first pass, he rolled the film back, put an inverse matte in front of the camera and shot the background footage again. Lined up just right, the table disappeared, and the creatures looked like they were standing in the scene.12
This stuff was done throughout the skeleton fight. But it should be said: Harryhausen rarely relied on just one trick. “[Y]ou can’t keep doing the same technique time and time again,” he once argued, talking about another film. “So we mixed them up. … A combination of things so you don’t catch on too quickly to any one technique.”


Jason was like that, too. To let a skeleton stab the actor Andrew Faulds, its model sword was “whittled down between frames” to look like it was entering his body.13 When Jason leaps from a cliff into the water, life-size plaster skeletons were thrown after him during the shoot. On Harryhausen’s table, model walls and plinths were aligned with walls and plinths in the background footage, so that the skeletons seemed to touch the scene.
One of the wildest ideas appears when an actor impales a skeleton. Here’s Harryhausen:
During the live action Todd [Armstrong] plunges his sword down and then at a specific point in the movement lets go of it so that it drops to the ground. In the animation studio I animated the skeleton in front of the sword dropping on the ground, which appears in the back projection plate, and replaced the real sword, as it appeared to enter the skeleton, with a miniature one. Todd then pulls his arm away and the skeleton is seen clutching onto the miniature sword. 



The skeleton fight began with Harryhausen’s drawings. He imagined a macabre sequence partly inspired by Gustave Doré, one of his biggest influences (he had “about 40 of his books” by the 1970s).14 Then he created storyboards to lay the groundwork for the shoot in Italy.
“The live-action choreography was intensely complex,” Harryhausen wrote. Under the supervision of Ferdinando Poggi, a crew of seven stunt performers trained with the actors to get the fight just right. With that down, they filmed an all-human version of the sequence as a reference for Harryhausen’s later animation. Then came the final shoot. 
Andrew Faulds recalled the experience this way:
Over three Sundays, we did rehearsals. The first Sunday we were given the movements … We rehearsed this until we had got the run of the routine of the skeleton fight with some Italian fencers ... On the second Sunday, we did the fight again with the same men, but this time they all wore numbered jerseys [to be filmed as reference]. ... Then, on the third and final Sunday, we fought it for real, fighting thin air, following the movements exactly that we had practiced ... I thought this was never going to work. I was staggered when I saw the film for the first time.15



Back in England, at Shepperton Studios, Harryhausen prepared his creatures.16 The armatures were built by his father, and Harryhausen added “cotton wool soaked in latex, which I then shaped into bones.” One of the skeletons was a leftover from The 7th Voyage of Sinbad (1958) — Harryhausen was big on reuse.
Finally, it was time to animate. In his words:
… I had to count each frame of film on the rear projection plate to determine exactly where the actor’s sword, which appeared on the plate, and the skeleton’s sword would meet. The number of frames would determine how long it would take for the skeleton to go from point A to point B …
The speed of the live-action photography would be 24 frames per second, so I had to judge the speed of the movement for the animation accordingly. The broader the movement of the model, the faster it will appear to move when run at 24 frames. … This makes it necessary to sometimes move the model about half a millimeter per frame in order to keep in synchronization with the live actors. … Sometimes I would have to “kill” footage (killing time means that the model action is not completed) … but occasionally I would have to do the opposite by “fleshing out” time with subtle movements to allow synchronization with the live action and so lengthen the scene.

Remember that Harryhausen was working without Dragonframe or any other form of video playback. In fact, he’s written that he didn’t use many tools or notes at all to keep track of the skeletons’ movements. They were in his head. This was an idiosyncratic kind of film fantasy that came straight from him.

The skeleton work, again, was harrowing. And audience reactions to it weren’t clear when Jason first released. This fight is odd and creepy, but some people laughed. Over time, Harryhausen came to believe that “these were laughs of relief or nervousness” in response to the strangeness on screen.
Jason didn’t do well at the box office, but it became legendary among a certain group, and the skeleton battle was its high point. “Working alone, Harryhausen achieved the kind of complex special effects which now would only be attempted by a huge team of people,” argued Cinefantastique in the late ‘90s.17 
By then, the age of stop-motion effects was just about over. Harryhausen had kind words for the CG effects that replaced him — in Jurassic Park, in Lord of the Rings. 
But he wasn’t all-in on the new method. He found it often “so realistic that it loses the quality of fantasy,” and it involved too many artists for his taste.18 “I think it’s done by committee. You have to have a raft of 50 people to make two or three minutes of animation,” he said. The loss of showmanship bothered him, too: the willingness to tell viewers how images were made even before a film came out. He wasn’t impressed by a “magician whose tricks the entire world knows.”
The new ways were exciting, but they couldn’t simply invalidate the old ones — the surreal fantasy of Jason’s skeletons, and what Harryhausen called the “nightmare quality” of stop-motion creatures.19 His four-and-a-half-month struggle in the ‘60s had built something that wasn’t replaceable. As he wrote in the 21st century:
… I would never want to do it again. … Hours and hours of the same movements can wear a man down. But it was worth it. It is there on film for all to see, and no matter what technology is invented, it can never be reproduced. In stop motion the whole scene has a supernatural quality that could only be achieved by the use of dimensional animation.

2. Newsbits
	An important American story: “Pixar’s layoffs came days after receiving a $26 million tax credit.” Amid Amidi brought attention to the problem, and explained why he sent letters to California officials about it. 

	In Russia, Leonid Shmelkov’s surrealist feature Restlessness got its wide release in theaters. The pre-sales were very good, and it’ll be interesting to see how it performs overall. Find a trailer here.

	In Cuba, students aged 10–13 took part in an animation workshop called “Jugando a animar,” hosted by the ICAIC. See posts here and here.  

	Milin woolfelt (密林手作) is a popular animator from Chinese platforms like Bilibili and Douyin, and she’s getting hits on YouTube with her stop-motion series inspired by Brambly Hedge. See the latest episode here.

	In America, animator Glen Keane was rescued by helicopter from Mummy Mountain in Arizona.

	The Malaysian hit Papa Zola: The Movie is now set to reach theaters in many more countries. Cartoon Brew looks into the story.

	In America, Steve Stanchfield posted an interesting article and video about scanning an old Mighty Mouse cartoon.

	The Chinese film All Wishes Come True passed 1.1 billion yuan ($162.9 million) at the box office. Find a subtitled trailer here.

	Varvara Arenskaya, an animator based in Armenia, spoke to Watermelon Rind Boats about her film The Girl and the Axe (watch) — a funny and entertaining piece.

	Last of all: we looked into the tale of the Rankin-Bass Hobbit, made in Japan.


3. Last word
That’s a wrap for today! As usual, we’re closing out with personal comments from the two of us:
Jules: In the last few weeks I’ve been revisiting some of Disney’s work from the ‘10s. I was very impressed by Zootopia the first time I saw it, and it still held up for me. The intricacy of the character performances feels like some of the studio’s best work in 3D. There’s a careful blending of animal behavior with human body language that really works — Nick, for example, often emotes with his arms close to his body, moving them more at the elbows than at his shoulders. It feels like how foxes hold their front legs when they stand upright, and like a conman keeping his cards close to the vest. It’s very detailed, studied and real, but the acting has enough golden-age Hollywood spirit to maintain clarity and feel larger than life.
John: I realized the other day that I’ve edited videos, in one form or another, for a couple of decades. It’s something I handle for Animation Obsessive as well. In the past year or two, though, I’ve had a breakthrough in my thinking about music and moving images. Close sync and landing on beat used to be my fixations. Lately I’ve found that editing footage as a silent visual continuity first, and then adding a musical layer loosely on top, lets the two parts breathe, say different things and reinforce each other in more interesting ways. Everything opens up, and nothing is redundant. It’s really exciting.
Until next time!
1Harryhausen talked about this in Animato (Winter 1993), one of our most-used sources today.


2See the Onion AV Club interview with Harryhausen, a key source.


3Harryhausen wrote this in Ray Harryhausen: An Animated Life, our main source for today’s issue, and the origin of many quotes and details throughout.


4From The House of Hammer (August 1977).


5See this interview and L’Express (used a few times).


6From CineFex (July 1981).


7See Ray Harryhausen: Titan of Cinema.


8Quote and details from Harryhausen’s interview in Animation Magazine (August 1998), used a few times.


9From The Art of Ray Harryhausen.


10From Film Fantasy Scrapbook.


11The Harryhausen “Dynamation” process is broken down in detail in The Dinosaur Films of Ray Harryhausen.


12The same trick allowed Harryhausen to create “layers” in the background that his skeletons travel “behind.” Anything he blacked out in the first pass could be added above his skeletons in the second pass.


13See From the Land Beyond: The Films of Willis O’Brien and Ray Harryhausen, used a couple of times. 


14Quoted from Film Comment (November–December 1977).


15See Acting and Character Animation.


16See the AFI Catalog.


17The initial failure of Jason and its later appreciation are discussed in Jason and the Argonauts Through the Ages. The quote comes from Cinefantastique (February 1999).


18Quoted from Cineluxe.


19See The Flashback Files.



  Read full article: https://animationobsessive.substack.com/p/how-ray-harryhausen-conjured-the
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    Matt Stoller · BIG by Matt Stoller · Aug 2, 2026 · 10 min read

  

  Lots of monopoly news, as usual. There was drama in the Paramount-Warner merger, record and unexpectedly high corporate profits are contrasting with sour consumers, and the most important Senate primary around monopoly questions takes place on Tuesday.
But before getting to the full round-up, I want to start by discussing some market-rigging that took place around AI this week, and what it means. The tldr here is pretty simple - it’s time to force big AI firms to open their finances to the public. And I kind of hit upon this idea from two different directions.
Let’s start with what happened in the markets. A $45 billion AI-focused hedge fund called “Situational Awareness” blew up, losing the vast majority of its valuation before being forced to sell its positions to Citadel. The founder of Situational Awareness is a 25 year-old former OpenAI employee named Leopold Aschenbrenner. Aschenbrenner made the classic mistake of betting with with borrowed money on volatile stocks (including a big chunk of Anthropic, which is privately traded.). After his public stocks got hit, Aschenbrenner got calls from the banks to pay back money; he had to sell to raise the cash, and the fund collapsed. 
Aschenbrenner’s thesis was simple. He believed that he is among a select few who understand that AI is going to become unimaginably powerful, and he invested accordingly. For a time, he was the market’s hot hand, mimicked by an entire generation of young speculators. 
But more important is that he is part of a network in Silicon Valley that is manipulating AI stocks with cult-like claims about social transformations larger than the industrial revolution. Aschenbrenner’s an effective altruist, the cult suffusing Silicon Valley and certain parts of the D.C-based Abundance world. He even got his start at Sam Bankman-Fried’s FTX. He’s married to Anthropic CEO Dario Amodei’s chief of staff, and his roommates are AI booster podcaster Dwarkesh Patel and Anthropic’s Sholto Douglas. To give you a sense of the insularity and weirdness of this world, his wedding included a “colloquium to discuss ideas in panels and breakout sessions.” 

Now, AI hype is routine, such that we have all gotten really really tired of it. OpenAI CEO Sam Altman is well-known for insane claims; he recently said that "We are close to creating the genie that can grant any wish." A few days ago, OpenAI announced its new model solved ten open math problems that had bedeviled the mathematics community, with hype suggesting that it’s Fields medal-level impressive. As with most such announcements, the puffery has outrun the truth, with at least one of the claims already disproven. 
Altman is famous, a global icon even, but it’s the Sholto/Patel/Aschenbrenner axis that do the routine work of making the hype seem plausible in financial terms. In April, Patel co-authored an essay on how the profit margins for Anthropic’s sale of computing power to run AI models, known as “inference,” increased “from 38% to over 70%” in just a few months. That’s not a big dumb claim like “we are creating a genie,” but it’s a narrower yet equally significant claim signaling to financiers to keep investing in a business model becoming insanely profitable. (Update: Dwarkesh Patel wrote a different paper on AI margins, the paper I cited was written by nine different analysts, including Dylan Patel. Dylan and Dwarkesh do know each other. Apologies for the error, a source told me that Dwarkesh Patel was a co-author of that paper, and I glanced at it too quickly.)
These guys tell a lot of stories about AI, including financial ones. Is this margin story true? Maybe. But we don’t know. And we should, as this information matters. Trillions of dollars of investment, in fact a non-trivial chunk of the U.S. economic future, rests on this financial data. But unlike a more abstract and unknowable question, like “what will we use AI to do in a few years,” this one is answerable. Insiders already know how much Anthropic is selling to corporate America, and how much it costs to provide it. It’s just not public information.
And so we are forced to rely on skeptics without access to this inside information, such as Ed Zitron. Zitron is probably the most prominent skeptic of the claims of AI firms and of their financing, and he gets a lot of criticism from the industry. Here he is arguing that much of what is happening is a hidden financial shell game. Is he right? Well, insiders at Anthropic, Nvidia, Google, and OpenAI know. They could disprove Zitron easily, if the data suggested he was wrong. But they don’t. And this game is high-stakes. 

This financial opacity is also distorting our politics. A few days ago, a Congressional candidate called me and asked if I had “antitrust” ideas for AI. He doesn’t love the Bernie Sanders approach, which is to have the state take 50% ownership of big AI firms and put them in a sovereign wealth fund, but he agrees with the basic premise that the government should regulate this technology to be good for people not bad for them. Most of us do. 
As an anti-monopolist, I’ve been studying this space for years, so it’s weird that I don’t have an actual policy solution here. Generative AI is a result of a specific type of industrial policy. The state sanctioned big tech firms to gain monopoly profits, fostered uniquely permissive copyright and privacy rules for those firms, and prevented them from having to accept liability for harming their customers. With the resulting profits, these companies built data centers, usually with public subsidies, that suck up electricity and water and are generally nuisances.
And yet, it’s not totally clear how to govern this set of technologies. The market structure is confusing, and it also keeps changing. Chinese open source models seem to be disciplining the pricing power of the top firms, Nvidia is funding a lot of its customers, and the big tech corporations are also investing tens of billions of dollars into OpenAI and Anthropic, which then send that money back to big tech firms in the form of cloud computing contracts. There is even a pretty good argument that it is impossible to sell compute at scale, because if a lot of big requests come in at once, your costs could jump in unanticipated ways. So discussions of market power are hard to form in a coherent way, simply because we don’t have the financial information to know what these business models really are.
Eventually, I asked myself, why am I guessing about all of these things that are obviously a matter of public importance? And so I started thinking about how we really don’t know much about the financial inner workings of the big AI companies. They know everything about us, since they have sucked up all our data. But their finances are a black box, either because OpenAI and Anthropic aren’t public companies OR because the Google, Amazon, Microsoft, and Nvidia are so big and complex that they can simply hide their AI revenue through cross-subsidization. There are also a good number of shell companies and off-balance sheet instruments hiding what is going on. We know they are raising and spending economy-shaking amounts of capital, but beyond that, it’s guesswork.
So I thought about this candidate’s question, and the answer I’ve come up with is to mandate these companies to just open their books. And I think that in and of itself would have important consequences. In fact, it’s kind of weird OpenAI and Anthropic are not public companies. Financial openness by big firms was the bedrock of how New Dealers in the 1930s dealt with corporate America, because the opaque financial tactics of financiers in the 1920s had led to a bubble and a crash. In 1933, Congress passed the Securities Act, which forced public companies to disclose material financial information publicly. 
For eighty years, if a company passed a certain threshold - most recently 500 shareholders and $10 million in assets - it had to register with the Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) and disclose. Through the explosion of high-tech firms, from Intel to Microsoft to Google, one important step was to have a firm go public, simply because it had to as its stock-owning employees multiplied. This dynamic fostered openness, as soon as a company grew to a certain size, it usually ended up having to disclose a lot more data by dint of the registration threshold.
In 2012, however, the Obama administration worked with the GOP and a set of Democrats to roll this system back through a law called the JOBS Act. Obama argued the New Deal SEC rules were outdated, that “laws that are nearly eight decades old make it impossible for others to invest” in startups. The JOBS Act raised the number of allowable outside investors in private companies to 2000, and excluded employees with stock from that number.
The result was an explosion in private markets, and firms like WeWork and SpaceX. I wrote about this dynamic in 2019, walking readers through how less regulated private markets enabled the founder of WeWork to keep manipulating the valuations of his company upward. WeWork blew up when it tried to go public, and released its S-1 form with all that batshit stuff about Adam Neumann. And SpaceX has fallen by 50% since it went public because everyone can see the financial information clearly. Transparency works.
Of course just repealing the JOBS Act doesn’t get the whole thing done because you still have giant companies like Google, Amazon, et al that are not disclosing what seems like material information about their lines of business. So you’d also need better regulation. A good SEC could do better enforcing its disclosure requirements around material lines of business and material revenues and risks. The Public Company Accounting Oversight Board could tighten inspections and enforcement around auditors of the big hyperscalers, and stop them from doing all the off-balance sheet nonsense.
Fundamentally, there’s something powerful about saying “AI firms need to open their financials to the public.” Without information on what they are selling and whether it’s profitable, we just don’t know enough about the markets to govern the technology or tell whether we’re in an economy-shaking bubble. We’re in a weird and confused netherworld, of guesses and spin, organized by gamblers. 
That’s no way to run an economy.
And now, the rest of the monopoly round-up. There’s a glorious hate read about the awful big law firm Paul Weiss, and how the worst people in the world got their comeuppance. Plus, on Tuesday, Democratic anti-monopolist Abdul El-Sayed will face establishment Dem Haley Stevens in a Michigan Senate primary that could set the tone for the 2028 Presidential race. There’s also important news on AI and price-fixing, Paramount-Warner, and the Fed quietly proposing to allow banks to more easily lend to their own executives. What could go wrong?
All after the flip.
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  On July 30, the Politburo met to assess China’s economic conditions and set priorities for the second half of the year. The prevailing market interpretation was that China’s top officials had struck a more supportive tone on the economy but stopped short of announcing major new stimulus. The meeting said macroeconomic policies must “deliver with force and improve effectiveness” and called, among other things, for faster fiscal spending. Investment was an important part of that push.
The following day, the State Council began translating that direction into more concrete measures. Its executive meeting called for faster implementation of major projects under the 15th Five-Year Plan and progress on the “six networks”; heard reports on the construction of new power and logistics networks; and approved four nuclear-power projects.
The renewed emphasis on investment reflects a widely shared diagnosis of China’s recent slowdown. Weak fixed-asset investment, together with slower-than-planned government bond issuance and fiscal spending, has been identified by many market economists as an important reason economic momentum weakened in the first half of the year and domestic demand remained subdued.
In March, Premier Li Qiang’s Government Work Report explicitly called on the government to “fully tap and unleash the potential of effective investment.” Yet the debate is not simply about how much China should invest or how quickly public funds should be spent. In recent years, disagreements over investment have increasingly centred on three more fundamental questions: What is the relationship between investment and consumption? How should the returns on investment be assessed? And how should the debt generated by investment be understood? Different answers to these questions can directly affect the willingness of both governments and businesses to invest.
Xu Gao, Chief Economist of Bank of China International (China) Co., Ltd., interprets the investment agenda set out in the 2026 Government Work Report, including increased central budget investment, ultra-long special treasury bonds for major national projects, larger local-government special bond quotas, and new policy-based financial instruments designed to draw in private capital.

The article appears as Chapter 7 of Understanding the Opening Year of the 15th Five-Year Plan: Chief Experts from Market Research Institutions Interpret the 2026 Government Work Report, published by China Yanshi Press in May 2026. It was published on Xu’s personal WeChat blog on 31 May.

促进有效投资需厘清三个问题
Three Questions That Need to Be Clarified to Promote Effective Investment
This article appears as Chapter 7 of Understanding the Opening Year of the 15th Five-Year Plan: Chief Experts from Market Research Institutions Interpret the 2026 Government Work Report, recently published by China Yanshi Press. The chapter focuses on the sections of the Government Work Report concerning investment. I am grateful to China Yanshi Press for inviting me to contribute.


The 2026 Government Work Report (hereinafter referred to as the “Report”) identifies “building a robust domestic market” as the first major task for the government this year. The world is undergoing profound changes unseen in a century. Unilateralism is on the rise, trade protectionism is becoming more prevalent, and geopolitical risks continue to emerge, creating greater uncertainty for China’s external demand. Against this backdrop, China must, as the Report requires, continue to regard the expansion of domestic demand as a strategic priority and expand internal circulation so that the economy is better able to withstand shocks affecting external circulation.
Enhancing effective investment is an important part of building a robust domestic market. The Report states, “Taking the expansion of domestic demand as our priority, we should make coordinated efforts to boost consumption and expand investment, tap into every potential for growth in domestic demand, and better leverage the strengths of our enormous market.” Investment and consumption are the two principal components of domestic demand and are equally important. The Report therefore explicitly calls for efforts to “fully tap and unleash the potential of effective investment.”
Unlocking that potential requires a clearer understanding of three questions concerning investment. Investment momentum depends to a large extent on the willingness of different entities to invest, and that willingness is shaped by how investment is understood. 
In recent years, there has been extensive discussion and disagreement over three key questions: What is the relationship between investment and consumption? How should the returns on investment be assessed? And how should the debt generated by investment be understood?
An incomplete or unbalanced understanding of investment may weaken the willingness to invest and prevent the objectives set by the central authorities from being fully translated into action. This article therefore examines these three questions and sets out personal observations on how they should be understood.
I. What Is the Relationship Between Investment and Consumption?
Within domestic demand, consumption is the objective, while investment is a means to that end. As General Secretary Xi Jinping said, “the ultimate goal for advancing socioeconomic development is to meet people’s increasing needs for a better life.” These needs are expressed to a large extent in the desire to consume more and to enjoy higher-quality goods and services. In this sense, consumption is the objective, and boosting consumption reflects the people-centred orientation of China’s economic development. Policies aimed at expanding domestic demand should therefore give priority to boosting consumption.
Sustained growth in consumption cannot be achieved without investment. Although consumption is the objective, it cannot be sustained in the absence of the capital accumulation and economy-wide income growth generated by investment. New consumer demand must also be met by the new supply created through investment, while new supply can in turn generate additional consumer demand.
The outline of the 15th Five-Year Plan calls for China to “use new demand to guide new supply and new supply to create new demand; promote positive interaction between consumption and investment and between supply and demand; achieve a higher-level dynamic balance between supply and demand; and strengthen the endogenous drivers and resilience of internal circulation.” The Report also states that “we must…invest in both physical assets and people” and calls for government spending this year to be allocated “with priority given to boosting consumption, investing in people, and raising living standards.” 
Taken together, these statements by the Party Central Committee underscore the mutually reinforcing relationship between consumption and investment and establish a clear requirement to use investment to boost consumption.
When consumption is insufficient, the investment rate will naturally tend to be higher. Weak consumption means that a larger volume of investment is needed to maintain stable economic activity. As a developing country, China still has considerable scope for investment. The country has a large population, making its economy enormous in aggregate terms. Many of its economic indicators rank among the highest in the world, and some rank first, though per capita levels remain relatively low.
For example, although China has for many years generated more electricity than any other country, its electricity generation per capita is still less than 60 per cent of that of the United States (Figure 1). As the development of artificial intelligence drives a substantial increase in electricity demand, China will need to make major investments in expanding its power supply.

Meanwhile, as uncertainty in the international economy increases and risks to global supply chains continue to grow, China also needs to invest in building more complete industrial chains at home and reducing its vulnerability to critical supply bottlenecks. 
Even in the property sector, which has been relatively subdued in recent years, there remains substantial demand for better housing. Meeting that demand will require investment in the construction of more high-quality homes. Many such gaps still need to be filled through investment, creating extensive scope for further investment in China.
The Report’s call for China in 2026 to “make coordinated efforts to boost consumption and expand investment” means that economic development must proceed on both fronts and promote a more balanced relationship between the two. China’s consumption shortfall should be addressed progressively through the special initiatives to increase consumption, structural reforms. This adjustment should take place as the economy continues to expand, thereby achieving a healthy rebalancing. At the same time, China must also continue to promote effective investment and make full use of investment’s role in stabilising demand and economic growth.
II. How Should the Returns on Investment Be Assessed?
Investment decisions necessarily involve an assessment of returns. Yet assessing investment returns, particularly the returns on government investment, is far from straightforward. If the benefits of investment are not understood comprehensively, or if important benefits are omitted from the calculation, the contribution of investment may be underestimated, thereby weakening investment momentum.
1. The Three Ledgers of Investment Returns: Small, Medium and Big
Investment returns should be assessed through three different “ledgers”: the small ledger, the medium ledger, and the big ledger.
The “small ledger” records the project-level financial return on an investment: the direct cash return that a project generates for the investor. Every investment project produces a project-level return, whether high or low. When people discuss investment returns, this is usually what they have in mind.
The “medium ledger” records the broader social benefits that an investment project creates for the locality in which it is situated. Infrastructure investment falls into this category. Public infrastructure projects such as urban roads, metro systems, and parks create value for their cities and contribute to the improvement of the urban environment. These benefits must also be included when assessing the returns on investment.
The “big ledger” records the overall social benefits that an investment project creates for the country as a whole. At the national level, investment can generate higher-order returns by creating demand, stabilising growth and employment, strengthening national competitiveness, and even safeguarding national security.
Transport projects ranging from roads connecting individual villages to railways in Tibet play an important role in promoting rural revitalisation and more coordinated development among different regions. They therefore generate returns that should be recorded in the big ledger.
2. Government Investment Must Take Account of the Medium and Big Ledgers
Different investors should assess returns through different ledgers. Business entities operate according to market principles and will generally focus only on the small ledger. From their perspective, a project is a profitable and effective investment if its direct cash return exceeds its financing costs, and it should therefore proceed. Conversely, if the project’s cash return is lower than its financing costs, it is unprofitable and ineffective and should not proceed.
These market principles are clear and apply to most investment projects. This is why many people instinctively interpret “investment returns” solely as the financial returns recorded in the small ledger.
If every investor considered only the market-based small ledger, however, projects that create substantial social benefits would be undersupplied, and society would lose a significant share of the returns recorded in the medium and big ledgers.
The public services provided by infrastructure are indispensable to economic development. Yet because infrastructure projects serve public purposes, their direct project-level returns are often low, and the projects themselves may not be profitable. If investment were left entirely to the market, most infrastructure projects would struggle to obtain financing and might never begin.
This creates a paradox: an investment that appears ineffective to the market may still be effective for society. If the market is the sole decision-maker, the potential of such investments cannot be fully realised.
China’s remarkable achievements in infrastructure development are attributable in large part to its ability, under the socialist system, to take greater account of the medium and big ledgers when making infrastructure investments. Historically, China’s local-government model of land-based urban development has made an indispensable contribution in this regard. This is an objective fact and one of the institutional strengths behind China’s infrastructure investment.
The central problem with infrastructure investment is that a project may be highly valuable to society while generating little or no profit at the project level. As a result, business entities have little incentive to invest. China’s system of public land ownership is an important advantage in addressing this problem.
Under this system, local governments control urban construction land. Infrastructure investment improves the quality of a city and thereby raises the value of the land controlled by the local government. Through land-based fiscal revenues, local governments have therefore been able, to some extent, to monetise the social benefits created by infrastructure investment and convert some of the returns recorded in the medium ledger into fiscal revenue.
Consequently, although an infrastructure project may not be profitable at the micro level, local governments in many regions — particularly more developed regions — have been able to combine the project’s direct cash returns with land revenues and other medium-ledger benefits, allowing total investment returns to match financing costs.
This created a viable and sustainable operating model for local governments. The ability to use public land ownership to incorporate both the small and medium ledgers into local-government investment decisions is one important reason why China has been able to sustain much stronger infrastructure investment momentum than many other countries and rapidly improve the quality of its infrastructure.
The social benefits of investment arise not only at the regional level but also at the national level. The latter belong in the big ledger.
In some parts of central and western China, the returns on infrastructure investment may not cover financing costs even when land-based fiscal revenues are included. This does not mean that such regions should refrain from investing in infrastructure. The greater purpose of infrastructure investment in these areas is to support less-developed regions and promote more balanced regional development. Excessive disparities between regions would not only impede the achievement of common prosperity but could also weaken national cohesion and social stability. 
These returns can be fully appreciated only from a national perspective. The Report calls for China to “narrow disparities between urban and rural areas and between regions.” Achieving this goal requires taking account of investment’s big-ledger returns.
When national consumption is insufficient, investment can also be used to create demand. By stabilising growth and reducing the risk of overproduction, it generates returns that belong in the big ledger. In the current environment of relatively weak consumption, investment needs to be maintained at a larger scale to stabilise economic growth. The demand it creates should be counted in the big ledger for its contribution to national economic stability.
When undertaking public investment, mainly in infrastructure, governments at all levels should take account of both the medium and big ledgers. Projects that are profitable on the small ledger will generally be taken up by the market and should be financed primarily by private investors, with the government playing a supporting and guiding role.
Beyond this, however, governments must participate actively in projects that the market cannot or will not undertake but that are valuable to society and the country. These are projects that may not be profitable according to the small ledger but generate substantial returns in the medium and big ledgers.
The regional and national social benefits created by these projects are needed by society, yet private investors may lack either the willingness or the capacity to provide them. Active government investment in these areas can enable public and private investment to complement and reinforce one another, creating an organic combination of an efficient market and an effective government.
3. A Correct Assessment of Investment Returns and the Expansion of Effective Investment
China currently faces a pronounced imbalance between strong supply and weak demand. Consumption is insufficient overall, and some sectors have experienced excessive investment. Nevertheless, China still needs to maintain a relatively high level of investment. In particular, the returns recorded in the medium and big ledgers remain substantial, leaving considerable scope for effective investment.
The Report emphasises the need to “expand effective investment” and to “fully tap and unleash the potential of effective investment.” This requires investment returns to be assessed from a broader macroeconomic perspective, with greater attention paid to the medium and big ledgers. Doing so will allow investment to play a larger role in stabilising growth in the short term and in strengthening China’s competitiveness and improving public wellbeing over the longer term.
III. How Should the Debt Generated by Investment Be Understood?
Debt is closely connected to investment. Investment has long accounted for a significantly larger share of GDP in China than the global average. Investment necessarily requires financing, and the use of debt financing increases the stock of debt.
China’s financing structure is dominated by debt. Bank lending and bond financing have together accounted for more than 90 per cent of aggregate financing to the real economy for many years. Given this financing structure, a high level of investment naturally results in a large debt stock, raising concerns about debt risk.
Some argue that China needs to reduce its debt stock to lower financial risk. Such views constrain the expansion of debt financing and therefore restrict the investment that this financing supports. It is consequently necessary to develop a clearer understanding of China’s debt risk and remove unnecessary constraints on effective investment.
For a country, debt risk cannot be assessed solely by the size of its debt. More importantly, it must be assessed in light of the supply-and-demand relationship between domestic savings and debt — that is, the balance of supply and demand in the country’s “savings–debt market.”
In this market, savings supply the funds that debt absorbs, while debt represents demand for those savings. If the supply of savings exceeds demand, the risk of default may remain relatively low even when the stock of debt is large. Put differently, when a country’s debt is supported by an even larger pool of savings, a large debt stock does not necessarily imply a high risk of default.
Conversely, if the supply of savings is insufficient relative to the demand for savings created by debt, default risk may be high even when the debt stock is relatively small. When a country’s savings are inadequate to support its debt, its debt risk will inevitably be elevated.
China is a high-saving economy. The domestic supply of savings exceeds demand, and its debt risk is therefore in fact low. According to estimates by the International Monetary Fund, China’s saving rate was 42 per cent in 2025, almost twice the average of 23 per cent for the rest of the world. (Figure 2)

China’s international investment position data also show that its net external assets — the overseas assets held by China minus its external liabilities — exceeded US$4 trillion in 2025. These assets represent Chinese savings invested overseas. Against this backdrop of excess savings, China’s relatively large debt stock does not in itself indicate a high level of debt risk.
Current concerns about local government debt arise partly from insufficient consideration of the medium and big ledgers of investment returns. As discussed above, infrastructure projects are generally unprofitable when assessed solely through the small ledger: their direct project-level cash returns often do not cover their financing costs.
On this basis, some conclude that local government borrowing for infrastructure investment is unsustainable and therefore creates substantial debt risk. A fuller understanding of the returns recorded in all three ledgers, however, produces a more comprehensive and accurate assessment of local government debt risk.
The principal problems with China’s local government debt lie in borrowing practices and liquidity. In the past, some local government borrowing was insufficiently regulated. Hidden debts were accumulated outside formal channels, making their scale opaque and their growth difficult to control, and thereby creating risks.
In recent years, the clean-up of hidden local government debt, together with lower land-sale revenue amid the property-sector adjustment, has put pressure on local government finances and increased debt-servicing burdens. But this is mainly a liquidity problem, and it is gradually being resolved by expanding local governments’ access to transparent and regulated borrowing channels.
The Report notes that in 2025, “We continued to implement a package of measures to address debt risks. As hidden local government debts were replaced in a well-ordered way and the number of financing platforms was further reduced, the structure of local government debts continued to improve.” It also states that in 2026, “quotas for local government special-purpose bonds earmarked for projects will be raised and placed under separate management.” These measures will support the expansion of effective investment.
IV. Making Full Use of Policy Tools to Promote Effective Investment
The Report sets out a range of policy tools for promoting effective investment. These tools must be used fully and effectively to unlock the potential of such investment.
The Report calls for investment to “focus on key areas such as new quality productive forces, new urbanisation, and well-rounded personal development,” identifying the directions for effective investment. It then calls for China to “boost the growth momentum of market-driven effective investment, and increase the share of government investment in public wellbeing initiatives,” indicating that effective investment should be promoted through a combination of market forces and government action.
For private investment, which is guided mainly by the small ledger, the Report calls for policies to reduce frictions in market operations to boost market-led effective investment. It states, “To invigorate private investment, we will implement relevant promotion policies and measures. We will refine the long-term mechanisms for facilitating the participation of private enterprises in major projects and encourage private investment in new arenas such as high technology and modern services.”
The key to such “long-term mechanisms” is to give private enterprises a clear and stable long-term outlook. This would enable them to assess future investment returns more clearly and encourage greater investment today. Government policy guidance can also strengthen private investors’ confidence in emerging sectors such as high-tech industries and modern services, helping to address market failures and lower barriers to entry for private capital.
For government investment in public wellbeing, which must take greater account of the medium and big ledgers, the Report provides governments at all levels with powerful policy tools.
At the central government level, the Report proposes that “A total of 755 billion yuan will be earmarked in this year’s central government budget for investment. We will also allocate 800 billion yuan raised from ultra-long special treasury bonds to implement major national strategies and enhance security capacity in key areas. Central government subsidies for investment will be raised on a per-category basis.”
At the local government level, the Report states, “Quotas for local government special-purpose bonds earmarked for projects will be raised and placed under separate management. We will continue to allocate more quotas to localities where investment projects are well prepared and funds are used effectively.”
These measures expand local governments’ access to formal financing channels and strengthen their capacity for investment in people’s livelihoods. Directing more financing towards localities with well-prepared projects and effective use of funds will also provide stronger incentives for governments across the country to undertake investment.
The Report further introduces policy-backed financing tools designed to leverage private capital. It states, “We will issue new types of policy-backed financial instruments with a total value of 800 billion yuan to stimulate greater private sector investment.”
When used effectively, policy-backed financial instruments can improve a project’s cost–return profile on the small ledger, enabling projects that could not previously get off the ground through the market alone to proceed with policy support. In this way, a relatively small amount of policy funding can leverage much larger amounts of private capital, channel more of it into effective investment, and further expand the scope for effective investment.
V. Conclusion
In the current macroeconomic environment of weak consumption, China still needs to maintain investment at a certain level to ensure stable economic growth.
A full accounting of the small, medium, and big ledgers provides a more comprehensive understanding of investment returns and helps ease constraints on the willingness to invest. A clearer grasp of the nature of debt risk can likewise prevent one-sided perceptions of debt from unduly constraining investment.
This will enable the policy tools set out in the Report to be used more effectively, generate stronger investment momentum, further strengthen the domestic market, and improve China’s ability to withstand external shocks.
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  We are delighted today to feature this exclusive excerpt in translation from Céline Curiol’s most recent novel, La Dynamique de l’œuf (Actes Sud, 2026). Céline is the author of eight novels, including, in English translation, Voice Over (with foreword by Paul Auster, Seven Stories Press, 2008). Her work traverses genres and styles, and includes memoir and essays as well as fiction. We at The Hinternet love her latest novel in particular, for the way it weaves strands of the most intimate first-personal voice with explorations in what we might pedantically call the history and philosophy of the life sciences. 
As Céline explains to us, her latest novel was born “from a desire to get away from the overwhelming influence of a certain type of realism, derived from media news coverage, on contemporary literature. I also wanted to play with the very French and very popular concept of ‘auto-fiction’. Over all, the novel gravitates around the concept of ‘reproduction’, whether in biology or in art, exploring how it orients or defines our relationships to unity and self, creation and purity, life [le vivant] and death.”
“The novel follows Léna Nistier, a middle-aged woman who dreamt of being a writer but became ‘a painter on stones’ [peintre sur cailloux] after following an unsuccessful writing workshop with the not-so-encouraging Odile Travy. In this passage, Léna has just been dumped by her partner, leaving her with a very thin hope of procreating. She has been hired by the wealthy Ondré Sangres, who, along with his brother Pavo, owns a castle in Bretagne. Her job is to reproduce a famous Renaissance fresco in his garden. There, in the Domaine de K., Léna will meet a very special chicken, named Gilda, and, through this encounter, will relive her childhood dreams and face some of the paradoxes for which her late father, Arthur, had given her a taste.”
—The Editors

In the Library
I’ve always loved letting my eyes wander over the spines of books, whether lined up on the shelves of a bookshop or of a library. What I love most, I think, is that array of titles from which the eye may trace a peculiar sequence, as though composing rebuses, or long twisted verses never before written.
For although the books in a library are arranged according to a system, they are almost never arranged by title, so that the juxtaposition of their names owes nothing to their meanings. Back when the urge to write still gnawed at me, I had imagined composing texts out of titles gathered at random from several libraries. When I mentioned the idea to Odile Travy, she warned me against it: exercises of that sort —formal experiments, or “constraint-based writing,” as she called them— were unlikely, in the case of an amateur like me, to amount to much.
It was therefore a stroke of luck that, on my way back to my room, I opened the wrong door. The room beyond was large and imposing, its walls lined from floor to ceiling with books —three entire walls, with the fourth occupied by a broad window— and despite the hour I felt an irresistible urge to let my eyes play over the shelves. A deep-green art-deco lamp had been left glowing on a small table, its halo holding a portion of the titles back from the surrounding gloom. The impulse to indulge, here, in a little linguistic gleaning after such long abstinence made me forget the following day’s tasks. Just a few minutes, I told myself, piqued by the curiosity of discovering what the Sangres brothers read — a way of sounding out their tastes and loyalties, and so, perhaps, of being a little better prepared for their company.

Literature took hold of me late. At fifteen I was reading nothing apart from one or two magazines that obsessed me; at twenty, still nothing beyond the required books, and the texts on my mobile phone — more of the latter than the former, truth be told; at twenty-five, not much more.
It was only at thirty-three that I began reading novels, and I remember this because it coincided with Arthur’s death. My upheaval was then so complete, so shattering, so alien to everything I thought I knew about my self, that all the things to which I ordinarily devoted myself whenever the murderous storms of melancholy and morbid rumination raged within me, my escapes and my rituals, those activities I pursued with such relish —dancing, listening, cooking, swimming, playing, humming...—, and which, through steady repetition, had come to have the power to soothe me, were suddenly closed off to me. I no longer had the slightest taste for anything, nada, nyet, and if a person is sustained by desires and attractions, then that should have been the end of me. Overnight, everything familiar became repellent, reeking of staleness and futility. Whenever I forced myself, as I tried to do at first, I was overwhelmed by the feeling that I had reached the end.
One day someone handed me a novel, or perhaps I found it. Yes, that’s right: I found it in a café I used to drift into now and then, utterly spent, my gaze fixed on the ground in front of me, maimed by loss. As decoration, shelves of books had been hung along the café walls, lending some life to an otherwise rather dreary room. All I had to do was turn in my chair and stretch out a hand for the first volume within reach, simply because I needed something to occupy myself. I couldn’t shake the feeling that the other customers were staring at me because I was carrying my grief so indecently in public. Sooner or later, one of them would ask me to leave.
So I began reading novels to keep up appearances, the way one reaches for a cigarette or a drink. It was my eyes that needed occupying, because they wandered everywhere, over everyone seated around me. They wandered like dogs following the scent of a happiness whose very smell would have disgusted me, dogs desperate for a caress that would have delivered them from nothing, least of all from being a dog. So I read. The book I read was called Le Grand Cahier.1 From the very first pages, although it too was a story of catastrophe, I felt myself carried away even as I had the sensation of finally regaining my footing. Those sentences let me breathe again, let a current of air pass through me once more. A zephyr. I gulped down that magic potion, and when I reached the final full stop, I wept. Never before had I read like that. Until then, literature had meant punishment, or else an obsolete pastime, something for old people , a way for the stiff and the tedious to live by proxy, hidden away in some cramped corner, shut in rather than riding along on the wave of the real. In two days I finished all three volumes. From that moment on, I never stopped reading novels.
It is easy to understand, then, why, finding myself in that magnificent library, I felt almost dizzy, astonished by such an immense reserve of promise. I couldn’t resist. I let my eyes loose upon the rows of spines as one might turn a spirited horse loose to gallop across that vast plain of titles.
After a few erratic turns, they caught on a midnight-blue volume striped with fine lines of gold. It was not a novel. Diderot, Œuvres. It took me a few minutes to realize that I might actually have a chance to understand the power Diderot attributed to eggs. But the volume ran to 1,372 pages, and it seemed most unlikely that I would be able to find the passage Jacob had quoted as an epigraph. Hadn’t the reference been to the Entretien entre D’Alembert et Diderot? I turned the pages one by one, then more quickly, skipping ahead in small batches, trying to follow a kind of intuition. And then, by sheer, unimaginable, improbable, utterly implausible luck —and I am not exaggerating— it was there. The very section. The very sentence…
Do you see this egg? With this you can overthrow all the schools of theology, all the churches of the earth. What is this egg? An unperceiving mass, before the germ is introduced into it; and after the germ is introduced, what is it then? still only an unperceiving mass, for this germ itself is only a crude inert fluid. How will this mass develop into a different organisation, to sensitiveness, to life? By means of heat. And what will produce the heat? Motion. What will be the successive effects of this motion?2

Gradually I see matter coming alive. For Diderot there is only one substance, only one sensibility. He is determined to describe the chick’s gestation as a gradual process: first the emergence of a form, then of distinct parts, then of movement. The chick is not already there inside the egg, fully cooked, if I may put it that way. The philosopher declares that it arises through development, a formation by stages that stands opposed to the spontaneous generation to which academic orthodoxy had until then adhered. This is epigenetic emergence, as Ondré explained to me. What I take away is that the power Diderot attributes to the egg is its power of revelation. What the examination of the egg, aided by ever more sophisticated instruments, was to disclose about the origin of living beings had ensured the defeat of theology — that defender, through the idea of divinity, of an unconditional coherence. Until then, nature was thought to produce beings that owed no heredity to matter itself: although certain traits of their progenitors impressed themselves upon them during gestation, they nevertheless remained unique beings, born from a multitude of possible combinations made conceivable by the still nonexistent concepts of species and of life itself.
What is this egg? It is dynamism… disguised as inertia.3
At the creak of the floorboards I nearly dropped the volume, which lay open, balanced in one hand. Ondré stood motionless in the doorway. I could barely make out his features, and I had no way of telling whether finding me in a room he considered his own was about to earn me a reprimand. At once, the feeling that I was in the wrong compelled me to speak.
It’s full as an egg in here!
I couldn’t believe I had just said it. The words had burst out like a hiccup, and yet they filled me with a certain happiness: my father had not left me. When I explained to Ondré that it had been one of my father’s favorite expressions[1] , he shook his head with all the fervor of his rationalism.
But an egg isn’t full.
Of course it is. I’ve seen for myself.
His iceberg-stare stopped me.
A full egg would be unviable. It has to contain an air pocket so that the chick can breathe during the final twenty-four hours before hatching; otherwise it would suffocate. In fact, if it happens to end up with its head at the wrong end, it suffocates before it’s even born. Which, put that way, I admit, sounds rather paradoxical. Haven’t you ever peeled a hard-boiled egg? You notice it immediately.
I don’t like hard-boiled eggs.
Then you should at least know that this was one of the great questions modern embryology succeeded in answering. On the twenty-first day of gestation, the shell, which until then has been protective, can become a prison. The symmetry of the embryo during its first thirty-five hours is broken by the appearance of the heart, which determines the orientation of the head. As for how the cells of the mesoderm distinguish left from right so as to activate on the correct side, that...
Ondré searched my face for a reflection of his own wonder, then took the book from my hands.
— Diderot. An excellent choice. Did you know that for those trying to understand Nature’s unpredictability, it became crucial to understand the egg just as Galileo and Bruno had sought to understand the stars? In fact, from the sixteenth century onward, understanding the egg became one of science’s great preoccupations. Omnia ex ovo: all things come from an egg. That famous phrase, with its prophetic ring, is attributed to the English physician William Harvey, who between 1600 and 1603 studied under the Italian anatomist Girolamo Fabrici d’Acquapendente, whose earliest work on chicken eggs sought to observe the chick before it came out of the shell. The dissection of those eggs laid the foundations of modern embryology, and by the end of the seventeenth century no one any longer disputed that to be female was above all to bear eggs. But contrary to what those two eminent scholars, Harvey and Fabrici d’Acquapendente, then supposed, the egg turned out not to contain a tiny preformed specimen. By Diderot’s time, the living being no longer possessed a permanent blueprint, an immutable constitution; it had become transformation itself, exposed to the contingencies of its own growth. Whenever I look at a hen’s egg, I am brought back to the emergence of life, to an extraordinary form of transmission, an entelechy that cuts through the potentialities surrounding it. Though anyone hoping to catch life in the act within the egg can only fail...4
Ondré, something has just occurred to me. I’d like to keep the grass.
He frowned, but he already knew what I meant.
Keep the grass... between the stones? It’ll be awful.
Not necessarily.
He rubbed his forehead with the tips of his fingers.
The grass will ruin everything.
Not necessarily.
I repeated it, though I knew those two meager words had little chance of reassuring a man as methodical as he was. The idea was new to me, and I had not yet worked out how to defend it. It would be a good way to keep the fresco from becoming fixed.
Ondré stared at me.
Keep the fresco from becoming fixed? Keep the fresco from becoming fixed? You’re talking nonsense. It’s a fresco!
He sighed, more than once, and I fought the temptation to tell him I’d forget the whole idea.
In no time at all, you won’t be able to see anything anymore. It’ll be awful.
No. You’ll cut the grass. It will be a way of... bringing the fresco back to life. Or perhaps not. There may be times when you would rather leave it hidden.
Egg and Individuality (1)
Jakob von Uexküll was a champion of worlds—those worlds that every living being weaves through its perceptual and active relations with what surrounds it. In doing so, the German biologist became one of the forerunners of modern ethology, convinced that animals should be understood not as mechanical assemblages of reflexes, but as subjects, capable of exercising volition within an environment5 peculiar and proper to each of them.
Ondré looked up from the pages in his hands. His questioning gaze rose over the rims of his glasses until it met mine. I smiled to encourage him to go on, aware that he was sharing with me an article he was proud of. I wrote it back when I was still teaching, he had explained, and since I seemed to have taken an interest in chickens, he thought these reflections might broaden the scope of my inquiries. Most of all I think he quite enjoyed having an audience, an attentive listener.
At the beginning of the twentieth century, it was von Uexküll who made the transformation of the egg into the hen the exemplary instance of those invisible forces that shape and fashion our states of being: a force that escapes materiality —call it power, energy, or principle—, a thrust that passes unfailingly from one generation to the next, continuing through time without boundaries, beyond the reach of our instruments of measurement, yet by which life gains... something that, unfolding from the egg to the hen, gradually extends its ordered structure without interruption, [and] constitutes a chain of objects without itself becoming an object. The egg, for its part, continued to furnish proof of the existence of individuals— not yet actual, perhaps, but at least potential. In the 1850s, the British biologist Thomas Huxley, an ardent defender of Darwin’s theory of evolution, defined the individual as that which unfolds ab ovo ad ovum— from egg to egg.
A century and a half later, the work of the microbiologist Lynn Margulis called into question the very notion of the individual— as defined by embryology, but also by anatomy, genetics, immunology, and physiology—through her investigation of a phenomenon that biologists had until then largely neglected: symbiosis. The significance of Margulis’s work has never been universally acknowledged, perhaps because, and perhaps precisely insofar as, it unsettles several fundamental dogmas.
Ondré interrupted his reading and glanced at me once again. Something tells me you’re wondering why an old researcher like me should have become interested in so revolutionary a theory. Needless to say, I was in no position to wonder any such thing, so I merely smiled. Then listen to the rest. Once reconsidered and brought to light in this way, symbiosis proved to be a phenomenon potentially constitutive of reproduction, development, and immunity. It thus became more difficult to regard each individual as a unity if it turned out that it was, first and foremost, a component of a holobiont. For example, in many organisms,6 the development of certain organs depends upon chemical signals emitted by the symbionts they harbor— or perhaps one should say with which they associate.
In mammals, microbial symbionts are acquired at birth, during passage through the birth canal, and then through mucosal contact between mother and offspring. Contrary to what was long taught, the genetic inheritance transmitted from one generation to the next is not confined to the DNA contained within eukaryotic cells: the genomes of the symbionts are transmitted as well. In that sense they too contribute to the development and functioning of the host’s offspring!
From an immunological point of view, microbial symbionts are an organism’s external guards and sentinels, but they also mediate that organism’s relations with the wider community of living beings. Thus, according to Margulis, there exists, biologically speaking,7 no autonomous, self-contained entity that could serve a priori as the bearer of an autonomous self. The subject is dynamic and context-dependent, relying on alliances with other species that, by incorporating themselves into it, alter its very substance. The egg opens the question of individuality and its limits. To inquire into the egg is to inquire into the contradictions inherent in every existence conceived as one’s own— untouchable and untouched. For the egg is both inclusion and alterity— inclusion within a lineage, alterity born of heredity. It is the indispensable condition of life: immersion within another body that is not quite other— the egg and the hen thus standing in a relation of temporary endosymbiosis... I had never heard the term endosymbiosis, and I found it difficult to think of the hen as anything other than a complete individual.
It’s true that a hen carrying an egg is still a hen, and its egg, before it is laid, is still the hen, though after it has been laid it is mostly no longer the hen, though in a sense it still is, a little bit.
Exactly! We come back to Diderot and his great question about the transition from contiguity to continuity. You must have studied that at university... But it’s getting late.
Ondré stood up and, with a ceremonious gesture, invited me to leave the library ahead of him.
A Miracle of Nature
I was about to head back upstairs to my room when I remembered the portrait in the red drawing room that had caught my attention upon arrival. I recalled that it hung in the last room on the right before the staircase. The moment I found myself standing before the painting again, I saw it. It must somehow have escaped me the first time, though I cannot explain how such an oversight could have been possible. There it was, almost dead center, bursting through the canvas the way a star commands the screen: a breast. A round, naked breast emerging from the neckline of an ochre tunic. It was exquisitely rendered, its coloring giving it the texture of living flesh, the nipple encircled by a dark areola just brushing the lips of the newborn cradled in the woman’s arms.
How could I have failed to notice it right away? It was the painting’s visual focal point, an erotic provocation around which the entire composition revolved. Yet before long an impression of strangeness, perhaps even deception, began to mount until, at last, the anomaly struck me: the woman possessed only a single breast.
Even examined closely, there was no trace of another— not beneath the folds of the fabric, not so much as a bulge or a shadow. One solitary breast had been painted squarely in the middle of the chest, improbably close to the base of the throat, pressed against the neckline of the garment: a single, centrally placed breast set unusually high. Once I had made this discovery, my gaze shifted, and I was able to perceive the second oddity. What I had taken for the woman’s hair was in fact a beard. Hanging between breast and chin, it appeared like a kind of misty hollow, an incongruous excess. There the colors of the portrait dissolved into an almost absolute black. Once recognized, the beard suggested that I was looking at a man, all the more so because the head showed the first signs of baldness—a supposition that seemed, nevertheless, to be contradicted by the insistent presence, just below, of the breast.
Was I looking at a nursing man, or at a woman with an extravagant beard? The redistribution of gender has become one of the defining concerns of the twenty-first century, but four hundred years ago, when, I assumed, this painting had been made, would such a conjunction of divergent sexual attributes not have been scandalous? Unless it was meant to depict a masculine maternity, the kind indirectly claimed over the world by the Catholic Church.8
The painting possessed the power of the monstrous, of something that, rendered with realism, sheds the air of fable in order to unsettle the boundaries of the real. Fascinated, I suddenly felt an intense desire to touch the breast, and I stepped even closer to the canvas. Only then did I notice, emerging from the painting’s dark background, two carved stones bearing a Latin inscription whose opening words were: En magnum naturae miraculum. I tried to commit the phrase to memory as I made my way back upstairs.
Although the window was shut, I could hear, every so often, the shrill, indignant hooting of an owl somewhere nearby. I pictured it perched on a branch at the edge of the woods, quarreling with another owl over a morsel of field mouse. I was wearing nothing but a T-shirt, and the touch of the cool sheet against my buttocks stirred the beginnings of arousal. My hand caressed and explored my pubis, searching for the budding tip of my clitoris, setting it gently rocking with all the deftness its awakening required. Orgasm came quickly, with explosive force. It hurled me outside myself before gathering me back into the smallest possible point.
My onanism did not bring sleep. What exactly had the inscription said? En magnum naturae miraculum. I did not need to turn on the light to find my phone by touch on the bedside table. Behold, a great miracle of nature. Did miracle refer to the newborn, to the bearded woman, or to the man with the breast? Unless the expression miracle of nature itself was misleading. After all, a miracle is supposed to be an extraordinary event, often brought about by divine intervention, provoking astonishment precisely because it occurs outside the normal, natural course of things. What, then, could a miracle of nature be? Nature acting against itself? Ondré had used the expression against nature...
Which led me to wonder whether unity might include divergence. If I am one, then my dead nature must differ from my living one. Is it possible, then, that still-life and against nature coincide? What lies beyond my control is generally taken to constitute my nature, whose immutability is established by the fact that I cannot change it. A contrario, whatever I do succeed in changing no longer belongs to it. If I deliberately force my voice lower or higher, people who know me will say that I am not speaking naturally. And yet the natural sound of my voice has itself been shaped by influences, even early ones —it is not impossible that I imitate certain cadences that once sent a shiver through me— and I would be wrong to claim that it was given to me once and for all, since it continues to modulate according to factors intrinsic to my experience— to that I which is nothing more than the name of the one who, at every moment, assumes responsibility.
Damn it, I have to quiet this swarm of thoughts, at any cost! I switch on the bedside lamp, get up, have a drink, piss, and only when I lie down again do I notice it. On the lower shelf of the bedside table, to my astonishment, there is a copy of Hystérectomia. That the very book which had shaken me so profoundly should be lying there, its double, struck me as absurd, and I could not resist rereading a few passages as sleep gradually overtook me.
Now I find myself leaning against a balustrade. The ocean stretches out on every side, its surface streaked with splinters of reflected light, the swell invincible and replete. We are under way; the ship, broad and swift, bears us into a gentler season than exists anywhere else. It is always her scent that announces her first. She walks across the deck, or rather seems to float across it. It hurts to find her still so beautiful. Her dress is the violet of heliotrope blossoms, embroidered with pale arabesques. I realize it too late: my shoes are too large, and, as always, I am about to meet her gaze without finding what I am looking for there. The hand I raise to my face in an effort to steady myself has the opposite effect. What horror! I can feel the first growth of a beard upon my face. My beard. I do not dare touch myself elsewhere to discover what I have become.
After that it is always the same, ever the same. She measures me with her gaze, then lavishes me with affection, smiling and teasing, only to withdraw again as soon as I regain my confidence. The hairs on my face seem not to frighten her. Desire swells through me from head to foot, and I think I can feel a sex, my own, growing. But already she is wary whenever I dare brush the boundary of her refusal. I must abide by her rules, remain her well-behaved admirer. Before long we will come ashore, and a carriage will take us to Caprarola. Perhaps the splendor of the palace will overcome her reluctance.

1Agota Kristof, Le Grand Cahier, Stock, 1986.


2Voyez-vous cet œuf ? C’est avec cela qu’on renverse toutes les écoles de théologie et tous les temples de la terre. Qu’est-ce que cet œuf ? une masse insensible avant que le germe y soit introduit, qu’est-ce encore ? une masse insensible, car ce germe n’est lui-même qu’un fluide inerte et grossier. Comment cette masse passera-t-elle à une autre organisation, à la sensibilité, à la vie ? par la chaleur. Qui produira la chaleur ? le mouvement. Quels seront les effets successifs du mouvement ?


3Attracted by the perfection of this form, the poet Pierre de Ronsard would take it up and carry it further.“L’oeuf en sa forme ronde, / Semble au ciel qui peut tout en ses bras enfermer / Le feu, l’air et la terre, et l’humeur de la mer, / Et sans être compris comprend tout en ce monde.” See Pierre de Ronsard, Je vous donne des oeufs. L’œuf en sa forme ronde, in Les Amours [1578], Garnier, 1923, pgs. 339-340.


4 See Maurice Merleau-Ponty, “Il n’y a pas d’accès à l’ontogénèse,” in La Nature. Cours du Collège de France (1956-1960), Points, 2021, pg. 400. “When the zygote appears, the living being comes into existence, both through submission to the determinism of its own type and through its response to contingencies arising from interactions within its own system. It establishes itself as a variation upon something invariant. It becomes the envelope of a tension between the inevitable and the impossible, the maintenance of a whole in and through each of its parts.”


5The German term used by Jakob von Uexküll is Umwelt.


6This is the case, for example, with the intestines of baby mice.


7Scott Gilbert, Jan Sapp, Alfred Tauber, “A Symbiotic View of Life: We Have Never Been Individuals,” The Quarterly Review of Biology, 87/4 (December, 2012): 325-341, p. 333.


8See Émilie Hache, De la génération, La Découverte, “Les Empêcheurs de penser en rond”, 2024, pgs. 109, 119, and 121.
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A haunting philosophical exploration of life and death


  
  
    A haunting philosophical exploration of life and death

    Sara Hildreth · Fiction Matters · Aug 2, 2026 · 10 min read

  

  Well, readers, it seems that we are living in an era of AI overtaking book discourse, even if we haven’t yet (and hopefully never will) arrived at the era of AI taking over books. This week, The Atlantic cast AI aspersions on a very popular self-published novel on the eve of its traditionally published release. Then a duo of literary agents withdrew their support for a duology that was under contract for over 2 million dollars. And then there was the news of Anthropic literally destroying books in an effort to scan and metabolize their contents quicker. The accusations, the actual AI usage, the destruction of books…it all feels very dystopian.
Amidst it all, Substack announced a partnership with Pangram, a company that uses AI to scan text for AI. There has been both outrage and applause since this announcement, and after the initial wave of furor, Substack introduced the ability for any newsletter writers to opt-out of having their work scanned. I have to admit that from where I sit right now, I don’t have a take on this issue. I can see both sides and I don’t know enough to come down any which way. I think AI slop is a problem on Substack—I’ve come across enough newsletters that are clearly generated by AI to understand why some sort of check is desirable. And yet I get the concern from writers. Right now, I have questions, but no answers. How reliable is this service? What happens if something I actually wrote gets flagged as AI? Should we outsource our own thinking and discernment about what AI writing looks like to AI? Isn’t the thing I actually oppose the outsourcing of thinking and discernment in the first place? What does it even mean to have our writing scanned for AI? How is our work being used in ways we don’t expect? And what do you as readers feel about all of this?
In the chaos of all of this questioning, I am trying to be open-minded about AI usage for others. I have no desire to read a book (or a newsletter) generated by AI, and I would be ashamed to use the tool to create my own work. But I suppose I am open to the idea that people can use it well in the right circumstances and even that there might be newsletters where using AI to draft or edit is okay, if it is disclosed. Mostly, I think it is dangerous to divide ourselves into factions around this issue right now. There is so much we don’t know, and I worry that jumping straight into the “it’s all evil” or “there’s nothing to worry about” camps will limit our ability to think through this issue as things evolve. We’re in uncharted territory and the more we talk to each other honestly about our thoughts, feelings, and usage of this paradigm-shifting tool, the better.
Personally, my biggest concern with AI is not (at the moment) the abundance of slop, but the way it will change human thinking and writing. Back in March, when my dad was declining, I used Claude to generate short summaries of some of the texts I had selected for a This American Lit syllabus. I needed a short cut that week, and it was right there. I didn’t end up using the Claude summaries because I hated the way they sounded—AI seemingly can’t help trying to sound clever and turning every sentence into a mic drop moment. Plus after reading what it generated, I’m convinced that the machines can’t accurately articulate why any one book speaks to the human soul. But as I started penning my own summaries after reading Claude’s, I realized what I had read from the AI chat was still in my head. I became mentally anchored to those sentences and found myself unconsciously imitating some of the the mechanistic phrasing. These are the sort of effects that I find most terrifying—the more we use AI, the closer we get to conflating the predictive language generated by a machine with our own thoughts.
I am glad that I’ve played around with AI a bit because now I feel I can better detect AI “writing.” But I also fear that the more we interact with AI—and we might be doing so even unknowingly—the more we ourselves will come to use its habits and ticks. I bring this up not because I’m worried about false detection on Pangram, but because I’m worried about our brains. AI has been trained on real human creativity. It then spits out generative text that human brains read giving it real power to shape and change our brains because everything we read changes our brains. I want no part of that and it freaks me out to think about people passing off AI generated text as their own—we should all have the right to knowingly determine what we take in. I am avoiding judgment on folks who openly and honestly use the tool, but I don’t want to be tricked. As my podcast co-host Liz Hein tells the students at her school, you’ll know if you’re using AI “correctly” if you feel proud to share how you did it, not ashamed to be found out.
As for this newsletter, FictionMatters will remain 100% human written. This is the space where I exercise my brain, and I’m not going to be handing that over to a machine anytime soon. Please know that I value your mind and your time, and (this is super cheesy but…) it means something to me that we are separate human beings whose minds are meeting through these silly little screens. 
I know this was a lot of throat-clearing and nonsense—this new reality feels so strange and while I wish I could totally ignore it, it felt worthwhile to say something. It feels incredibly stupid to assure you of my own humanity and surprisingly difficult to write anything about this without it coming across as protesting too much. I hope I never have to write about AI and newsletters ever again, but if you ever have any questions about what goes on behind the scenes here, please never hesitate to reach out!
Alright, enough on the machines, let’s get to the books.
Once again, I have been loving the conversations happening on these posts, so please tell me about your week in books in the comments below! 



This week I read…
The Morning Star by Karl Ove Knausgaard. I spent all week with this big book and it was an incredible reading experience. Many, many people have tried to persuade me to read this—I feel like Knausgaard inspires a sort of evangelical zeal in his readers, and now I get it. Not only is this book very good and very thought-provoking, it is kind of difficult to describe, making it the perfect “just trust me” book. The first book in The Morning Star series begins in a Norwegian summer house where Arne begins to notice that his wife is behaving erratically. We get the sense that this isn’t the first time it’s happened and that these episodes can occur to varying degrees of intensity, but this one results in a gruesome accident that creates a sense of foreboding that permeates the entire novel. As the chapter ends, strange things have begun happening in the natural world as well, including the appearance of a new star in the sky. From here, Knausgaard follows many (I didn’t count, but I think upwards of 10) point-of-view characters in their regular days, made irregular perhaps by the appearance of the or perhaps by the doubts and anxieties that have always plagued them. 
I was surprised at how propulsive this novel is. I was expecting something deep and philosphical, but while it definitely delivers on that, I was also desperate to know what was going to happen pretty much from page one. This does, however, require a patient read. Characters are introduced and then not circled back to in this book, although my understanding is many are reintroduced in book 3. Each character is deeply flawed and I loved the way I got to unearth their struggles and desires as the plot raged and transformed into something resembling a true horror novel. And the end! Talk about a mind-blowing conclusion that was weirdly perfect to read after having just seen The Odyssey. I’m going to wait to read further into the series before I decide what level of evangelism I am prepared to harness for these books, but I whole-heartedly recommend this first one for readers who love dark, philosophical literary fiction and are looking for something simultaneously compelling and brainy. Bookshop | Libro.fm

Now I’m reading…
I went from one big book straight into another and am reading The Song of Stork and Dromedary by Anjet Daanje—it’s fantastic. I’m also listening to Julie Buntin’s Famous Men, which is smart and compulsive.
New on my TBR…
All  books! Will you be reading any books from this year’s list?
💬 Tell me about your week in books! What did you finish, what are you reading now, and what have you added to your TBR?



22 books coming out in August. (NYT, gift link)
Authors shared the best books to read in July, but if you missed it, I’m sure August will suffice. (The Guardian)
The 13 best book covers of July. (Lit Hub)
Three books Sheila Heti recommends. (New Yorker)
What I learned from a close read of all of Colson Whitehead’s books. (Lit Hub)
What truly imaginative fiction can do. (Atlantic)
Who is Emma M. Lion and why can’t readers get enough of her? (NYT, gift link)
Why animal narrators are all the rage. (Atlantic)
Why Americans can’t seem to quit Little House on the Prairie. (Lit Hub)



	In the last week, we’ve finally started making use of our community pool. We live half-a-mile from a recently redone public pool, but for some reason had never been. Readers, we have been missing out. It’s a fantastic spot with shady grass for picnics and a kids area that is perfect for Louise: a splash/slide zone and a larger 3-foot deep area where she can practice her swimming. I don’t know about where you live, but the private pool club thing is very popular in Denver, and each one costs a fortune and has a years-long waitlist to get in. But our public pool is $3 for adults and $1 for kids, and we get to hang with our neighborhood. It’s incredible and I feel like a dolt for not having gone sooner. Most of you reading this probably are not in Denver, but this is a PSA to investigate if you have a public pool near you or to go on a mission to discover some other wonderful community resource near you. 

	We finally got hooks for our front entryway and I adore them. These cost a small fortune, but I love that they feel like functional art.




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!
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  Dans la bibliothèque
J’ai toujours aimé laisser courir mes yeux sur le dos des livres, qu’ils soient disposés sur les rayons d’une librairie ou d’une bibliothèque. J’aime surtout, je crois, cette panoplie de titres à partir de laquelle le regard trace un enchaînement original ainsi que s’il composait des rébus ou de longs vers inédits et tarabiscotés.
Car si le classement des livres d’une bibliothèque est organisé, il ne l’est jamais, ou très rarement, en fonction de leurs titres dont la juxtaposition ne doit rien à leur sens. À l’époque où l’envie d’écrire me taraudait encore, j’avais imaginé rédiger des textes à partir de titres piochés de façon aléatoire dans plusieurs bibliothèques. Lorsque j’en avais parlé à Odile Travy, celle-ci m’avait mise en garde : ce genre d’exercices formels, de “productions à contrainte” ainsi qu’elle les nommait, était peu susceptible de porter ses fruits dans le cas d’une amatrice telle que moi.
Ce fut donc une aubaine que d’ouvrir la mauvaise porte en retournant vers ma chambre. La pièce était grande, imposante, tapissée de bouquins du sol au plafond, trois murs entiers, le quatrième occupé par une large fenêtre, sur lesquels j’eus envie de laisser pianoter mes yeux malgré l’heure. Une lampe très verte de style Art déco était restée allumée sur un guéridon et son halo maintenait hors de la pénombre une partie des titres. L’envie de tenter, ici, une petite cueillette linguistique après m’en être abstenue longtemps me rendit oublieuse des impératifs du lendemain ; quelques minutes, me dis-je, titillée par la curiosité de découvrir ce que les frères Sangres lisaient, une façon de sonder un peu leurs penchants et leurs fidélités, et d’être ainsi, peut-être, davantage préparée à leur commerce.

La littérature m’a prise tard. À quinze ans, je ne lisais rien sauf un ou deux magazines dont j’étais fan ; à vingt ans, non plus, sauf les ouvrages obligatoires et les messages sur mon téléphone portable, davantage les seconds que les premiers d’ailleurs ; à vingt-cinq, toujours pas grand-chose.
Ce n’est qu’à trente-trois ans que j’ai commencé à lire des romans, et si je m’en souviens c’est que cette tentative a coïncidé avec la mort d’Arthur. À ce moment, mon trouble fut si intégral, si renversant, si étranger à ce que je croyais savoir de moi que tout ce à quoi j’avais l’habitude de me vouer pour m’en sortir quand au-dedans, rageait la tempête des mélancolies assassines et des ruminations mortifères, mes échappatoires et mes rituels, ces activités que je menais avec entrain – danser, écouter, cuisiner, nager, jouer, chantonner… – et qui, à force d’être menées de façon assidue, gagnaient un pouvoir d’apaisement, me furent alors interdites. Je n’eus plus goût à rien, nada, niet, et si l’on considère qu’un individu s’entretient par ses désirs et ses attirances, alors ce devait en être fini de moi. Du jour au lendemain, l’habituel devint repoussant, puant le rance et le vain. À chaque fois que je me forçais, ainsi que j’avais tenté de le faire d’abord, j’étais submergée par l’impression d’être arrivée au bout.
Un jour, quelqu’un me fila un roman, ou je le trouvai. Oui c’est cela, je le trouvai dans un café où j’entrais de temps à autre, à bout de forces, le regard au ras du monde, amputée par le manque. Sur les murs du café, en guise de déco, on avait accroché des étagères remplies de bouquins dans une salle par ailleurs plutôt morne. J’eus seulement à pivoter sur mon siège, à tendre la main pour prendre le premier volume venu parce qu’il fallait bien que je m’occupe tant j’avais la sensation que les clients du café me dévisageaient parce que je portais mon deuil de façon indécente. À force, l’un d’entre eux finirait par me demander de quitter l’endroit.
J’ai donc commencé à lire des romans pour garder contenance comme l’on prend une clope ou un verre ; dans ce cas, c’étaient mes yeux qu’il fallait occuper car ils erraient partout, sur tous les gens attablés autour. Ils erraient comme des chiens sur les traces d’un bonheur dont l’odeur même me dégoûterait pourtant, des chiens avides d’une caresse qui ne les délivrerait de rien, surtout pas de leur condition de chien. Alors je lus. Ce que je lus s’intitulait Le Grand Cahier. Dès les premières pages, alors qu’il s’agissait aussi d’une histoire de catastrophe, je me suis sentie enlevée tout en ayant l’impression de reprendre un peu pied, enfin. Ces phrases me permettaient de respirer mieux, d’être à nouveau traversée par un souffle. Un zéphyr. Je lapais à grosses gorgées cette potion magique et, parvenue au point final, je pleurai. Jamais, je n’avais lu de cette façon, la littérature jusqu’alors cantonnée à une punition ou à une activité d’autrefois, un truc de vieux, un subterfuge qu’employaient les raides et les raseurs pour vivre par procuration, planqués dans leur recoin étriqué, enfermés plutôt que filant dans le sillage du réel. En deux jours, je finis les trois tomes ; à partir de là, je n’ai plus quitté les romans.
On comprend dès lors pourquoi, me retrouvant au milieu de cette belle pièce bibliothèque, j’ai éprouvé un étourdissement, ébahie par cette immense réserve de promesses. Et je n’ai pu résister. J’ai lancé mes yeux à l’assaut des tranches ainsi que j’aurais laissé un cheval fougueux galoper à travers cette vaste étendue de titres.
Après quelques embardées, voilà qu’il reste accroché à une couverture bleu nuit aux fines rayures d’or qui n’est pas un roman. Diderot, Œuvres. Il me faut quelques instants pour réaliser que je tiens là une chance de comprendre la puissance que le philosophe attribuait aux œufs ! Mais l’ouvrage compte 1 372 pages et il est peu probable que je sois capable d’y retrouver la citation mise en exergue par Jacob… La référence indiquée n’était-elle pas Entretien entre d’Alembert et Diderot ? Je tourne les pages, une à une puis plus vite, en saute plusieurs petits paquets, essayant de suivre une sorte d’intuition. Et là, coup de bol, impensable, improbable, invraisemblable, et je ne mens pas, elle est là ! La partie concernée, la phrase même…
Voyez-vous cet œuf ? C’est avec cela qu’on renverse toutes les écoles de théologie et tous les temples de la terre. Qu’est-ce que cet œuf ? une masse insensible avant que le germe y soit introduit, qu’est-ce encore ? une masse insensible, car ce germe n’est lui-même qu’un fluide inerte et grossier. Comment cette masse passera-t-elle à une autre organisation, à la sensibilité, à la vie ? par la chaleur. Qui produira la chaleur ? le mouvement. Quels seront les effets successifs du mouvement ?

Progressivement, je vois s’animer la matière quand il n’existe qu’une seule substance, une seule sensibilité pour Diderot qui choisit de décrire progressivement la gestation du poussin : l’émergence d’une forme puis de parties distinctes puis d’un mouvement. Dans l’œuf, le poussin n’est pas tout prêt tout cuit si j’ose dire. Le philosophe annonce son développement, une formation par étapes qui s’oppose à la génération spontanée à laquelle a adhéré l’académisme jusqu’alors. C’est l’émergence de l’épigenèse, comme me l’a expliqué Ondré. Ce que je comprends, c’est que le pouvoir que Diderot attribue à l’œuf est celui d’un révélateur : ce que l’examen de l’œuf par des outils de plus en plus sophistiqués donnera à voir sur l’origine des vivants assurera la défaite de la théologie – elle qui, au travers de la divinité, défend une cohérence inconditionnelle. Jusqu’alors, la nature engendre des êtres qui ne doivent à la matière, aucune hérédité : si certains traits de leurs géniteurs s’imposent à eux au cours de la gestation, ils n’en sont pas moins des êtres uniques, issus d’une multitude de combinaisons possibles que permet encore, aux yeux des hommes, l’inexistence des concepts d’espèce ou de vivant.
Qu’est-ce que cet œuf ? C’est une dynamique… à l’apparence d’inertie.1
Au grincement du parquet, j’ai manqué de lâcher le volume qui tenait, ouvert, en équilibre sur ma main. Du visage d’Ondré figé sur le seuil, je distingue mal les traits et je ne peux deviner si la découverte de ma présence dans une pièce qu’il juge sienne va me valoir ses réprimandes. Immédiatement me force à parler le sentiment d’être en faute.
C’est plein comme un œuf là-dedans !
Je ne peux croire que je viens de le dire… La phrase a jailli tel un hoquet et cependant, j’en éprouve un certain bonheur : mon père ne m’a pas quittée. Lorsque j’explique à Ondré qu’il s’agissait d’une de ses expressions favorites, celui-ci secoue la tête avec toute la ferveur de sa rationalité.
Mais un œuf n’est pas plein !
Bien sûr que si, j’en ai fait l’expérience…
Le regard iceberg m’arrête.
Un œuf plein serait invivable. Il doit comporter une poche d’air pour permettre au poussin de respirer pendant les dernières vingt-quatre heures avant son éclosion ; sans cela, il mourrait étouffé… De fait, si jamais il se retrouve la tête du mauvais côté, il étouffe avant d’être né. Ce qui, dit ainsi, ressemble, je le crains, à un paradoxe. Vous n’avez jamais écalé un œuf dur ? On s’en rend compte tout de suite.
Je n’aime pas les œufs durs.
Alors, sachez au moins qu’il s’agit d’une des grandes questions qu’a permis de résoudre l’embryologie moderne. Au vingt et unième jour de gestation, la coquille qui, jusqu’alors a été protectrice, peut se faire geôle. La symétrie qui est celle de l’embryon au cours de ses trente-cinq premières heures se brise avec l’apparition du cœur, qui déterminera l’orientation de la tête. Quant à savoir comment les cellules du mésoderme font la différence entre leur gauche et leur droite pour s’activer du bon côté, ça…
Ondré cherche sur mon visage le reflet de son propre émerveillement puis il me prend le livre des mains.
Diderot, excellente lecture… saviez-vous que pour ceux qui questionnaient l’imprévisibilité de la Nature, comprendre l’œuf, ainsi que Galilée ou Bruno tentèrent de comprendre les astres, fut indispensable : de fait, comprendre l’œuf devient l’un des grands enjeux qui occupèrent la science à partir du XVIᵉ siècle. Omnia ex ovo, car tous naissent d’un œuf. La célèbre formule, aux accents de prophétie, est attribuée au médecin anglais William Harvey qui, entre 1600 et 1603, étudia auprès de l’anatomiste italien, Girolamo Fabrici d’Acquapendente dont les premiers travaux sur des œufs de poulet visaient à tenter d’y voir apparaître le poussin qui allait en naître. La dissection de ces œufs fonderait les bases de l’embryologie moderne et, à la fin du XVIIᵉ, plus personne ne contesterait qu’être femelle, c’était d’abord porter des œufs. Mais contrairement à ce que les deux respectables savants, Harvey et Fabrici d’Acquapendente, présumaient alors, il allait s’avérer que l’œuf ne renfermait point un spécimen minuscule et préformé. À l’époque de Diderot, l’être n’a déjà plus de patron permanent, d’immuabilité de constitution ; il est transformation, exposé aux aléas de sa propre croissance. Lorsque je regarde un œuf de poule, c’est au surgissement de la vie que je suis renvoyé, à une forme de transmission phénoménale, une entéléchie qui barre les potentialités dont elle s’entoure. Même si à vouloir surprendre la vie dans l’œuf, on ne peut qu’échouer…2
Ondré, je viens d’y songer : je voudrais garder l’herbe.
Il fronce les sourcils mais déjà, il a compris ce dont je parle.
Garder l’herbe… entre les cailloux, ce sera affreux.
Pas nécessairement.
Du bout des doigts, il se frotte le front.
L’herbe, cela va tout gâcher.
Pas nécessairement.
Je le répète même si je sais que ces deux maigres mots ont peu de chance de rassurer un homme aussi prévoyant. Mon idée est neuve et je n’ai pas peaufiné mon argumentaire. Ce sera un bon moyen de ne pas figer la fresque.
Ondré me dévisage.
Ne pas figer la fresque, ne pas figer la fresque, vous dites n’importe quoi… c’est une fresque !
Il soupire, plusieurs fois même, et je lutte contre la tentation de lui dire que je laisse tomber.
En un rien de temps, on ne verra absolument plus rien, ce sera affreux !
Non, vous couperez l’herbe, ce sera comme une façon de faire… renaître la fresque. Ou pas d’ailleurs. Peut-être qu’à certains moments, vous aurez envie de la maintenir cachée.
Œuf et individualité (1)
“Jakob von Uexküll était un défenseur de mondes, de ces mondes que chaque être vivant tisse au travers de ses liens perceptifs et actantiels avec l’extérieur. Ce faisant, le biologiste allemand devint l’un des précurseurs de l’éthologie contemporaine, convaincu qu’il fallait concevoir les animaux, non comme assemblage mécanique de réflexes mais comme sujets, susceptibles d’exercer une volition au sein d’un milieu3 qui serait propre et particulier à chacun d’entre eux.”
Ondré a levé les yeux des feuilles de papier. Son regard interrogatif franchit la barre supérieure de ses lunettes pour arriver jusqu’à moi. Je souris pour l’inciter à poursuivre, consciente qu’il me livre là un article dont il est fier. Je l’ai rédigé quand j’enseignais encore, avait-il précisé, et comme il lui semblait que je m’intéressais aux poules, ses réflexions étaient susceptibles d’élargir mon champ d’investigation. Surtout, je crois qu’il ne lui déplaisait pas d’avoir un public, une auditrice attentive.
Au début du XXᵉ siècle, c’est von Uexküll qui fit de la transformation de l’œuf en poule l’exemple par excellence d’une de ces invisibles qui travaillent et façonnent nos états, une force échappant à la matérialité – appelez-la puissance, énergie ou principe –, une poussée qui, d’une génération à l’autre, se poursuit dans le temps sans faillir mais sans périmètres, soustraite à nos appareils de mesure, mais grâce à laquelle la vie gagne… une chose qui, se déployant de l’œuf jusqu’à la poule, étend, avec le temps, sa structure ordonnée sans aucune lacune, [et] constitue une chaîne d’objets, sans que cette chose devienne objet. L’œuf, pour sa part, continue de constituer la preuve de l’existence, si non advenue du moins potentielle, des individus. Dans les années 1850, le biologiste britannique Thomas Huxley, fervent défenseur de la théorie de l’évolution de Darwin, définit l’individu comme ce qui se déploie de l’ovum à l’ovum, de l’œuf à l’œuf.
Cent cinquante ans plus tard, les recherches de la microbiologiste Lynn Margulis remettent en cause la notion d’individu – telle que définie sous l’angle de l’embryologie mais aussi de l’anatomie, de la génétique, de l’immunologie et de la physiologie – au travers de l’exploration d’un phénomène qui, jusqu’alors, avait été plutôt négligé par les biologistes : la symbiose. La valeur des travaux de Margulis n’est pas reconnue unanimement bien que, et peut-être parce que, ils chamboulent plusieurs dogmes fondamentaux.
Ondré a interrompu sa lecture, me jetant à nouveau un coup d’œil. Quelque chose me dit que vous vous demandez pourquoi un vieux chercheur comme moi s’est intéressé à une théorie si révolutionnaire ? Il est évident que je ne suis pas en mesure de me demander cela et je me contente de sourire. Écoutez donc la suite alors : “Ainsi repensée et mise en évidence, la symbiose s’est révélée un phénomène possiblement consubstantiel de la reproduction, du développement et de l’immunité. Dès lors, il devint plus problématique de considérer chaque individu comme une unité s’il s’avérait qu’il était d’abord et avant tout le composant d’un holobionte. Chez nombre d’organismes par exemple,4 le développement de certains organes dépend de signaux chimiques émis par les symbiotes que ces organismes accueillent – ou faudrait-il dire, auxquels ils s’associent.
Chez les mammifères, les symbiotes d’origine microbienne sont acquis au moment de la naissance, lors du passage par le vagin, puis par contact des muqueuses entre mère et petit. Contrairement à ce qui s’est longtemps enseigné, le patrimoine génétique contenu dans l’ADN des cellules eucaryotes n’est pas le seul à être transmis de génération en génération : le génome des symbiotes l’est aussi. De sorte qu’il intervient encore dans le développement et le fonctionnement des petits de l’hôte !
D’un point de vue immunitaire, les symbiotes microbiens sont les gardes et vigies externes d’un organisme mais ils servent aussi de médiateurs aux réactions de cette entité avec une communauté organique. De fait, selon Margulis, il n’existe, d’un point de vue biologique,5  aucune entité autonome, circonscrite, qui pourrait a priori servir de support à un self (soi) autonome. Le sujet est dynamique et dépend du contexte⁴⁰, d’alliances à d’autres espèces qui, s’incorporant à lui, en modifie la substance même. L’œuf amorce la question de l’individualité et de ses limites. Interroger l’œuf, c’est interroger les contradictions inhérentes à toute existence pensée comme propre – intouchable et intouchée… Car l’œuf est inclusion et altérité – inclusion dans une lignée et altérité issue d’une hérédité. C’est la condition indispensable à la vie : l’immersion dans un corps autre qui ne le soit pas tout à fait – l’œuf et la poule entretenant un rapport d’endosymbiose temporaire…”
Ce terme, endosymbiose, je ne l’ai jamais entendu et j’ai du mal à concevoir la poule autrement que comme un individu à part entière.
Il est vrai qu’une poule portant un œuf est encore une poule et son œuf, avant la ponte, est la poule mais ne le sera presque plus bien qu’encore un peu après avoir été pondu.
Exactement ! On en revient à Diderot et à sa grande interrogation sur le passage entre contiguïté et continuité, vous avez dû étudier cela à la fac… mais il se fait tard.
Ondré s’est levé et, d’un geste cérémonieux, il m’invite à passer devant lui pour quitter la bibliothèque.
Un miracle de la nature
J’allais remonter vers ma chambre quand j’ai repensé au portrait du salon rouge qui, à mon arrivée, avait attiré mon attention. Je me souvenais que la pièce était la dernière sur la droite avant l’escalier. Dès que je me suis retrouvée devant le tableau, je l’ai vu. Il avait dû m’échapper la première fois sans que je m’explique comment une telle occultation avait été possible. Car il se trouvait pratiquement en plein milieu, crevant la toile ainsi qu’une star crève l’écran, ce sein. Un sein rond, nu, qui émergeait de l’échancrure de la tunique ocre. Un sein parfaitement bien dessiné, dont la teinte créait un effet de chair soyeuse, son téton cerclé d’une aréole brune venant effleurer la bouche du nouveau né que la femme portait entre ses bras.
Comment pouvais-je ne pas l’avoir vu du premier coup ? Il était un point de convergence visuel, une provocation érotique au centre du tableau dont l’entière composition gravitait autour de lui cependant qu’assez vite montait une impression de bizarrerie, de tromperie peut-être, jusqu’à ce qu’enfin, l’anomalie frappe : la femme ne possédait qu’un seul sein.
Même à y regarder de près, aucun autre n’apparaissait, pas même sous les plis du tissu, pas une boursouflure ou une ombre. Un seul sein bombé avait été peint en pleine poitrine, trop proche du bas de la gorge, jouxtant le col du vêtement, un sein médian, haut perché. Cette découverte a changé l’orientation de mon regard et j’ai été alors en mesure de repérer la seconde bizarrerie : ce que j’avais pris pour la chevelure de la femme était une barbe. Suspendue entre sein et menton, elle apparaissait comme une sorte de cavité vaporeuse, un surplus incongru. À cet endroit, les couleurs composant le portrait s’évanouissaient dans un noir presque absolu. La barbe, dès lors qu’identifiée, incitait à penser qu’on avait affaire à un homme, d’autant que la tête était marquée par un début de calvitie, supposition que semblait contredire toutefois la présence insistante, juste en dessous, du sein.
Avait-on affaire à un homme qui allaitait ou à une femme à la pilosité invasive ? La redistribution des genres est devenue la grande affaire du XXIᵉ siècle mais il y a quatre cents ans, période à laquelle je supposais qu’avait été peint le tableau, cette association d’attributs sexuels divergents n’était-elle pas scandaleuse ? À moins qu’il s’agisse de représenter une maternité masculine, celle revendiquée indirectement sur le monde par l’Église catholique.
Ce tableau portait la puissance du monstrueux, de ce qui, peint avec réalisme, perd son air de fabulation pour troubler les limites du réel. Fascinée, j’éprouvai soudain un désir vif de toucher ce sein et me rapprochai encore de la toile ; je vis alors qu’émergeant de l’arrière-plan ténébreux du tableau se trouvaient deux pierres taillées sur lesquelles était gravé un texte en latin qui débutait par cette phrase : En magnum natura miraculum. Je m’efforçai de retenir la phrase tandis que je remontais vers ma chambre.
Bien que la fenêtre soit close, je peux entendre, par moments, le hululement strident et vindicatif d’une chouette toute proche. Je l’imagine posée sur une branche à l’orée du bois, se disputant un morceau de mulot avec une congénère. Je n’ai enfilé qu’un t-shirt et l’effleurement du drap frais sur mes fesses suscite un début d’excitation. Ma main flatte et tâte mon pubis, cherche l’amorce du clitoris qu’elle fait tanguer avec toute la dextérité que requiert son éclosion. La jouissance vient vite, fulgurante, elle me projette hors de moi avant de me ramasser à l’extrême.
[184] Mon onanisme ne m’a pas conduite au sommeil pourtant. Quelle était l’inscription du tableau ? En magnum natura miraculum. Je n’ai pas besoin d’allumer pour trouver, à tâtons, mon téléphone sur la table de nuit. Un grand miracle de la nature. Miracle désignait-il le nouveau-né ou la femme à barbe ou l’homme au sein ? À moins que l’expression miracle de la nature ne soit trompeuse. Puisqu’un miracle est censé être un fait extraordinaire, souvent causé par une intervention divine, qui suscite la surprise puisqu’il se produit hors du déroulement normal, naturel, des choses. Que pouvait être un miracle de la nature dans ce cas ? La nature allant à son encontre ? Ondré avait employé l’expression contre nature…
Ce qui m’amena à me demander si l’unité pouvait inclure la divergence. Si je suis une, ma nature morte doit différer de la vivante. Est-il possible dès lors que nature morte et contre nature coïncident ? Ce sur quoi je n’ai aucune influence constitue ma nature, considère-t-on, l’immuabilité de cette nature étant établie par le fait que je ne peux la changer…. A contrario, ce que je parviens à changer ne lui appartient plus. Si je force ma voix vers les graves ou les aigus, les gens qui me connaissent trouveront que je ne parle pas de façon naturelle. Et cependant, la sonorité naturelle de ma voix a subi des influences même précoces – il n’est pas exclu que j’imite certaines prosodies qui m’ont fait frissonner – et j’aurais tort d’affirmer que celle-ci m’a été donnée une bonne fois pour toutes puisqu’elle se module au gré de facteurs inhérents à mon expérience – à ce je qui n’est que le nom de celle qui, à chaque instant, prend responsabilité.
Bon sang, je dois calmer le fourmillement de ces pensées, à tout prix ! J’allume la lampe de chevet, me lève, vais boire et pisser, et ce n’est qu’en revenant m’allonger que je l’aperçois. Sur le rayon inférieur de la table de nuit, j’en reste stupéfaite, un exemplaire d’Hystérectomia. Que ce livre qui m’a tant bouleversée se trouve là, en double, me paraît aberrant et je ne résiste pas à l’envie d’en relire quelques passages cependant que le sommeil me gagne.
Me voilà accoudée à une balustrade. Autour se déploie l’océan. Sa surface est lamée d’échardes spéculaires, la houle invincible et rassasiée. Nous voguons ; le navire, large et véloce, nous emporte dans un temps plus clément que nulle autre part. D’abord, c’est toujours son parfum qui l’annonce. Elle avance sur le pont, elle y flotte en quelque sorte. Il est douloureux de la trouver toujours aussi belle. Sa robe est d’un violet d’héliotrope, brodée d’arabesques claires. Je m’en aperçois trop tard, mes souliers sont trop grands et comme toujours, je vais croiser son regard et ne pas trouver ce que j’y cherche. La main que je passe sur mon visage pour me calmer a l’effet inverse. Quel effroi ! Je sens qu’y a poussé le début d’une barbe. Ma barbe. Je n’ose pas me palper ailleurs pour vérifier qui je suis devenu(e).
Après, c’est encore pareil, toujours pareil, elle me toise puis me choie, souriante et taquine, fuyante lorsque je reprends force. Les poils sur mon visage ne semblent pas l’effrayer. De haut en bas, le désir s’engorge et je crois sentir grandir un sexe, le mien. Mais déjà, elle se fait craintive quand j’ose frôler le périmètre de son refus. Je dois me conformer à sa règle, rester son admirateur sage. Sous peu, nous arriverons à quai et une voiture nous conduira à Caprarola. La splendeur du palais aura peut-être raison de sa réticence.
1Attiré par la perfection de cette forme, le poète Ronsard s’en fera le relais, un millénaire plus tard. “L’oeuf en sa forme ronde, / Semble au ciel qui peut tout en ses bras enfermer / Le feu, l’air et la terre, et l’humeur de la mer, / Et sans être compris comprend tout en ce monde.” Pierre de Ronsard, Je vous donne des oeufs. L’œuf en sa forme ronde, in Les Amours [1578], Garnier, 1923, pp. 339-340.


2“Lorsqu’apparaît le zygote, l’être vivant devient ; à la fois par soumission au déterminisme de son type et par réaction aux éventualités surgies d’intersections au sein de son propre ensemble. Il s’impose comme variation autour d’une invariance. Il se fait enveloppe d’une tension entre l’inévitable et l’impossible, le maintien d’une totalité dans et par chaque partie.” Maurice Merleau-Ponty, “Il n’y a pas d’accès à l’ontogénèse,” dans La Nature. Cours du Collège de France (1956-1960), Points, 2021, p. 400.


3Le terme allemand employé par Jakob von Uexküll est Umwelt.


4C’est le cas, par exemple, pour les intestins du souriceau.


5Scott Gilbert, Jan Sapp, Alfred Tauber, “A Symbiotic View of Life: We Have Never Been Individuals,” The Quarterly Review of Biology, 87/4 (December, 2012): 325-341, p. 333.







  Read full article: https://www.the-hinternet.com/p/la-dynamique-de-luf
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    Even Republicans in Congress can see how unpopular the administration's immigration agenda is

    G. Elliott Morris · G. Elliott Morris · Aug 2, 2026 · 11 min read

  

  This is my weekly Sunday roundup of new political data published over the last seven days. It is free to read, but if you want to support independent data-driven political journalism, become a paying subscriber and get additional data journalism and premium analysis at least once weekly.


Dear readers,
It’s going to be a big week here at Strength In Numbers and sister publication FiftyPlusOne.news. After working in stealth mode on a few “big swing” projects for the last 3-4 months, our small-but-mighty team is releasing our first original interactive for the 2026 midterms in the next few days. Watch this space.
I’m also hard at work finalizing the questions for our August monthly poll with Verasight. If you have any questions you think would make a good piece, drop me a line. The reason we’re doing public polling through the newsletter is to ask questions that are more in tune with voters’ concerns than elites’.
In the meantime…
Leading off: A reader asked me this week what Mainers think about ICE. Because we now have the new state and congressional district MRP pipeline here at Strength In Numbers, I can answer this question — and not just for Maine, but every state in the country. I take a look at how past Strength In Numbers/Verasight polls on immigration and deportation break down at the state level.
And, on deck this week: Tuesday’s Deep Dive will be about Trump getting “squeezed from both ends” — his own voters are cooling on him while independents move toward Democrats, and Democrats are fired up against him and the GOP. This it shows up on poll questions about approval, the generic ballot, and issue trust.
Thank you for reading Strength In Numbers for another week! On with the data.
If you’re not subscribed yet, enter your email here to get these in your inbox.


1. Mass deportations are unpopular in every swing state
Strength In Numbers reader (and collaborator!) Mark asked me on Friday what public opinion on Donald Trump’s immigration policy and deportation agenda is currently looking like in Maine. This is relevant for a few reasons. First, last month, federal ICE agents in Maine killed a 26-year-old man who was not a target of immigration enforcement operations. Second, there is a competitive Senate race in Maine this year. And third, U.S. Senator Susan Collins is trying to distance herself from her voting record on immigration and ICE, which we’ll see more about.
Thanks to about a year’s worth of R&D in my spare time, we now have the infrastructure here at SIN to estimate how people in each state and congressional district feel on any question asked in our monthly survey with Verasight. (We can also ask new questions and run them through the same algorithm.) Mark asked about approval of ICE in general, which we have not asked — but we did ask five other questions about immigration and deportations that I think are otherwise illustrative.
Here’s how registered voters in every state feel about ICE and Trump’s deportations agenda, across five questions:
Approval of Trump’s handling of deportations
Easy questions first. As part of our issue-approval battery, we ask Americans each month how they feel about Trump’s handling of deportations. The text of the question is:
For each of the following issues, please tell us whether you approve or disapprove of the way Donald Trump is handling… — Deportations

And respondents are asked to pick one of four options: Strongly approve, Somewhat approve, Somewhat disapprove, Strongly disapprove — or Don’t know. After removing the Don’t Knows, registered voters in July split about 10 points against Trump’s handling of deportations nationally. Here’s what approval looks like in every state:

The range of net approval on Trump’s deportations policy runs from +20 in Oklahoma to −37 in Hawaii. In total, just sixteen states are above water, along with 160 of 435 congressional districts. Trump is underwater on deportations in 34 states, including all the swing states plus Florida, Texas, Iowa, and Alaska — all states with elections for U.S. Senate this year.
Maine, the subject of this article, is at −11 on net.
Additional funding for ICE is also unpopular
We asked the following question in July 2025, in the midst of the fight in Congress over Trump’s “One Big Beautiful Bill.” At the time, I reported that the OBBBA may have been the most unpopular budget law of modern history.
Here’s the question wording:
The Republican budget increases spending on the Department of Homeland Security, which contains both the Customs and Border Protection (CBP) and the Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) agencies, by $170 billion. The money is meant to fund construction of new detention facilities for immigrants, including for families, as well as the training of new CBP and ICE agents, and additional infrastructure along the U.S.-Mexico border. Do you support or oppose this additional funding for immigration and border enforcement?

Respondents could choose between Support, Oppose, or Don’t know/not sure. Here’s the national map:

Among registered voters nationally, 43% supported the 2025 OBBBA’s ICE funding provision. Support was as high as 61% in Wyoming and as low as 29% in Hawaii, and wins the majority (of people with an opinion) in just 14 states. Support for the OBBBA’s immigration funding in Maine was at 44% in our poll.
Given how the immigration opinion landscape has changed since last July, these numbers should be considered optimistic for Republicans. After the shootings in Minnesota earlier this year, and in Houston and Maine last month, support for ICE is significantly worse now.
Low opinion of how enforcement operations have been run
Now, when we move from asking questions about abstract concepts, like approval of how the president is handling an issue, to those about real events or enforcement patterns over the last year, opinion moves quickly against the president.
For example, we asked this question in March 2026:
Do you approve or disapprove of the way the Trump administration has handled domestic immigration enforcement operations {like the one in Minneapolis, Minnesota}?

The options were Approve, Disapprove, and Don’t know.
Here’s the map:

No state’s estimate reaches 50%. Maine is at 37% approve.
Deport everyone, or a path to citizenship?
In November 2025, we asked people to take a side on deportations:
Which comes closer to your view about undocumented immigrants who have lived in the U.S. for at least five years, even if neither is exactly right?
	Deport all immigrants who are in the country without legal status, regardless of how long they have lived here.

	Create a legal path to citizenship for immigrants who have lived here for at least five years and who meet certain requirements (such as never being convicted of a crime).



Here’s the map. Orange in this case is used to show states where a path to citizenship is more popular than deporting everyone here who is undocumented.

Not one state prefers deporting everyone once voters are given an option to give citizenship to non-criminal long-term immigrants.
Deporting people without a hearing
Finally, we asked this question in February 2026:
Do you think immigrants arrested by the federal government should have the right to appear before a judge before being deported, or should the government be able to deport them without a court hearing?

This question was in response to the in-the-dead-of-night removal of dozens of immigrants in defiance of a judge last year, and of the Trump administration’s expanded use of a policy called “expedited removal” to deport people here illegally without seeing a judge.
Respondents could say that people being deported should appear before a judge, or that the government should be able to deport them without a court hearing. As above, I have removed those who said “don’t know” (this is necessary to get the MRP model to run properly).

Again, the map shows the administration’s side in green. Nationally, 35% of registered voters with a view would let the government skip the hearing — whereas 65% oppose expedited removal. Maine is just left of the national average at 34% approval for deporting people without giving them a hearing.
The Trump administration is really weak on questions of due process, especially for long-term migrants.
What this means for the Maine Senate race
Mark’s question to me was in response to a thread from New Republic writer Greg Sargent, who argued on Friday that Democrats need a plan to show Maine voters how Susan Collins is being hypocritical on ICE. Sargent wrote his piece after Semafor reported that Collins “secured a commitment” from ICE chiefs that all officers will now wear body cameras during enforcement operations — something she voted against in June.
Sargent says Collins, after voting for increased ICE funding and shooting down additional enforcement guardrails, shouldn’t “have a clear field on TV to sell herself as a moderate on ICE.”
I’m not sure if Mainers will buy Collins’ abrupt pivot on the issue. But certainly the whole saga illustrates how foolish the argument from certain centrist Democrats is that the party needs to move right on immigration and “not talk about” the issue. Here, in a competitive Senate race, we have a real-world example of how Republican lawmakers are perceiving the public opinion on the immigration issue now — and they’re not acting like the people are on their side!
Sargent cites a CNN poll having Trump 22 points underwater on immigration enforcement. Our own poll is around -12, but that’s still a starkly negative number for an issue Republicans have historically led on.
Collins knows this, which is why she’s claiming credit for body cams. Sargent is right that it’s hypocritical, and I imagine Troy Jackson, the state’s new Democratic nominee for Senate, will prosecute that argument.
But the hypocrisy is the less interesting part. With Collins claiming credit for body cams, we are seeing high-profile, electorally vulnerable members of the president’s own party campaigning on reining in his signature policy. That’s because Trump’s immigration agenda is decisively unpopular, and she knows it. 
Strength In Numbers has generally been ahead of the curve in seeing the pattern of, and danger in, elites overestimating Trump’s support among the American people. That has been truer on immigration than most other issues.


2. What Strength In Numbers published last week
Last Sunday’s roundup looked at what it would actually take for Democrats to win over more midterm voters:

On Tuesday, an exclusive GQR poll shared first with SIN found independent Seth Bodnar beating Republican Kurt Alme 50-44 in a Montana Senate head-to-head, while a four-way field handed Alme the win at 41-27. The uncomfortable implication is that Democrats may do better in some states by not running anyone at all:

The podcast returned on Thursday, digging into what’s behind Trump’s new all-time low approval rating:

And on Friday, the Chart of the Week: gas prices fell in June, and Trump’s approval on inflation didn’t follow. His overall approval hit a new low — 36-61, a net −25. Biden learned the same lesson — voters respond to what things cost, not to the rate of change:



If you’re a frequent reader of Strength In Numbers, I’m confident you will get a lot of value out of a paid subscription. You’ll get access to all of my Tuesday Deep Dives, monthly polling data, our private community of election nerds on Discord, and more.


New at The Data Lab
One thing went up in the Data Lab this week — the corner of the site for notes on polling methods and the wonkier work I don’t send to the full email list. It’s free, and it’s a useful companion to today’s lead story about how much survey weights affect (or rather, don’t) our MRP estimates:

And for additional reference, here’s the announcement post of my revamped MRP model, with tons of charts of congressional-level public opinion, from Monday:



3. Even more numbers!
	Data for Progress finds Democrats who take AIPAC, AI, and crypto money underperform the ones who reject corporate PAC cash. AIPAC, AI, and Crypto-Funded Democrats Underperform Democrats Who Reject Corporate PAC Money
	Related to the anti-system axis?



	Even Trump’s own voters are lukewarm on the GOP tax overhaul, which is a problem when it’s your signature accomplishment. Poll: Even Trump voters aren’t very impressed by the GOP’s tax overhaul

	The Downballot has a new method for spotting when the electoral environment shifts — it catches moves like Dobbs within about five special elections. Worth reading if you follow the specials closely. Special elections can tell us when the electoral winds are changing — faster than ever before

	Sabato’s Crystal Ball moved 13 House ratings toward Democrats. Thirteen House Rating Changes Toward Democrats

	Decision Desk HQ says James Talarico is polling better than Beto O’Rourke did in 2018

	Good graphs in this Times piece on the MAGA media coalition coming apart over Iran and the economy. The MAGA Media Machine Is Fracturing

	This is from March but I only saw it this week: It’s 3 times harder for blue states to get disaster funding under Trump

	Ariel Edwards-Levy has a good thread of findings from CNN’s latest poll, which focuses on interesting stuff that’s not the horse-race. 




And that’s it for this week! Thanks for reading. Strength In Numbers will be back in your inbox on Tuesday.
Got more for next week? Email your links or add to the comments below!

  Read full article: https://www.gelliottmorris.com/p/even-republicans-in-congress-can
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    Phillips P. O'Brien · Phillips P. O'Brien · Aug 2, 2026 · 15 min read

  

  Hello All,
Before I start, I have two announcements. First, I did a Substack Live on Thursday with Ivanna Ryzhkova of Come Back Alive. Ivanna was a combat medic in the Ukrainian Army starting right after the full-scale invasion and now works as part of CBA’s program which assists in the training of this much needed group of professionals (who save lives as their very job). It was fascinating to hear from Ivanna how the evolution in the shape of the battlefield has changed how the Ukrainian military undertakes the process of evacuating and treating wounded soldiers. You can watch/listen here.

And if you want to support CBA’s initiative in this or any other area, here is a link that you can use to make a donation. Please consider doing this now.
Also, this Tuesday, 4 August, I will be doing a Substack Live at 13:15 ET/18:15 BST/19:15 CEST, with Fabian Hoffmann who writes Missile Matters. Fabian has established himself as one of the best technical analysts of missile technology and strategy anywhere on the planet. We will discuss not just missile technology and the Russo-Japanese War, but also developments in missile technology worldwide. It will be fascinating, I hope, if not for the faint of heart. 
One of the reasons understanding missile technology is so important now is that Russia, with the help of the USA, can now attack Ukraine with ballistic missiles and the Ukrainians are practically defenseless to stop them once they are launched. It is a tragedy, but it is no accident. This has happened partly because the US, led by President Trump, has deliberately starved Ukraine of Patriot anti-air missiles, while at the same time deceiving Ukraine that there was a possibility that the US might change position. Sadly for Ukrainian government, it maintained enough hope in the Trump administration, and this week that hope came back to bite the Ukrainians—hard.
Also, the contrasting fortunes of General Drapatyi and Mykhailo Fedorov were on display this week. They both approach this war from what I would say is exactly the right perspective—but only one is now in the position to help. This is a problem.
Finally, a brief update on the situation in the ports/shipping war for both sides. It is not good for either.
The Week When Hope Killed, Literally
I already have a pretty good idea of one of my big mistakes of the year, which will figure in my annual column of screw-ups. That was when I wrote, in April, that the Ukrainian government now understood that the US was not on their side and was strategically moving on. That argument was made most prominently in this Atlantic piece.

I believe now that I significantly misread Ukrainian perceptions. Actually, the Ukrainian government’s hope in the USA was not extinguished at all, and in the last few weeks it had come roaring back with a vengeance. Recently the Ukrainian government even crafted a strategy going forward that was based on active US assistance. It was something that I started hearing about approximately two weeks ago, but which became public knowledge in this Atlantic piece, which was excellently sourced and seems entirely accurate. 
That piece discussed Zelensky’s meeting with Trump as part of the Lindsey Graham funeral and focused on a major strategic favor that the Ukrainians asked for at that time. Basically, Zelensky asked Trump to tell Elon Musk to allow the Ukrainians to have access to Starlink over Russia in certain specified ways. This access would allow for far more effective and accurate Ukrainian strikes on Russian ballistic missile capacity (both production and launching). Here was how that article started:
During closed-door talks at the White House on Tuesday, Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky laid out a plan for his country to survive another winter of war with Russia. For it to work, President Trump would need to call in a big favor from his ally Elon Musk. But according to two officials familiar with the conversation, Trump was noncommittal, leaving the future of the plan in doubt.
The new proposal, which has not been previously reported, offered the United States a way around sending Ukraine advanced air-defense missiles, known as Patriot interceptors, which the war in Iran has dramatically depleted. Instead, Ukraine would expand its use of another American technology: the Starlink satellite-communications network, which Musk controls.
Trump was, in response, supposedly “non-committal”. 
Maybe it was desperation, maybe it was strategic miscalculation, maybe it was just human optimism, but once again the Ukrainian government was basing its strategic future (or at least one of them) on the hope of getting support from the USA. 
I honestly, sincerely, desperately hope I am wrong on this, but I fear the Ukrainians were naïve and fell into a deliberate trap that Trump set in early July. This was when Trump started talking about letting Ukraine have a license to build Patriot Anti-Aircraft systems/interceptors (discussed in this weekend update), of how Ukraine was doing better than expected, of how he would now back Graham-Blumenthal sanctions etc., etc., the Ukrainians (led by a chorus of pro-Trump morons and dissemblers it must always be said) seemed to take this change at face value and believe that they now had an opening to convince the American president to allow them to do something that would actually hurt the Russians.
Certainly, from that moment both the public and private narrative that Trump was changing sides exploded. Stories seemed to deliberately mis-state vague and indefinite Trump statements as strong commitments and examples of changing perceptionst. Here are just some examples from the moment when Trump’s lies were taken as truth:
“In shift, Trump praises Zelensky, will let Ukraine build Patriot missiles” — Washington Post, July 8, 2026
“Trump Says Ukraine Can Make Patriot Missiles, Praising Zelenskyy” — Bloomberg, July 8, 2026
“Trump Tells Zelensky Ukraine Will Be Allowed to Manufacture Patriot Missile Interceptors” — TIME, July 8, 2026
“Bipartisan senators announce agreement with Trump administration on Russia sanctions” — CNN, July 10, 2026
“Patriot missile deal and Trump’s praise for Zelensky put pressure on Russia” — Washington Post, July 10, 2026
“Trump Backs Graham’s Russia Sanctions Bill, Boosting Pressure on Kremlin” — Bloomberg, July 13, 2026

The constant mistake was to take as definite things that Trump had not actually said done. Thus, Trump “will let Ukraine” build Patriots, “backs Graham’s Russia Sanctions Bill”, “put pressure on Russia”. None of this was true. 
He never actually agreed to a license with Ukraine to let them build Patriots, he never agreed to the Graham Sanctions Bill, and he never actually put any pressure on Russia. It was all lies—or wildly optimistic and deceptive framing.
The truth of the last few days put paid to that. This is what has happened.
Trump said he might not let Ukraine have a license for Patriots, on the grounds that the Ukrainians cannot be trusted with the technology and might even use it against the USA.
Trump allowed a preliminary, procedural vote in the Senate on a bastardized Graham bill that did not sanction Russia, but is really about increasing his tariff powers. 
Trump went back to his public alignment with Putin, even re-stating a few hours ago that Russia should have won the war in “one day” in early 2022, but Russian tanks got stuck in the mud.  
Now, lets delve deeper into this development as there are only two ways to understand what we have seen. 
	1.  If you listen to the mainstream press, one way to understand what we saw was that Trump honestly started pivoting to Ukraine in early July, was serious about helping the Ukrainians militarily, wanted them to have Patriots, really wanted to sanction Russia and hurt Putin, etc., etc.,. However, after this honest change, in just the last few days he had another extraordinary change of heart and reverted back to all of his earlier positions.

	2. Trump never actually changed any of his fundamental beliefs on Ukraine, Russia and Putin, but maneuvered for his own political benefit and to help Putin. Sadly he did this very effectively and the press, official Washington with its sheep-like deference to Trump, and regrettably the Ukrainians—all fell for it.


Btw, number 2 is almost certainly right.
And in doing this, the US has engaged in another round of actively helping Putin kill Ukrainians. Another month has been wasted trying to persuade Trump to be something he is not and do something he will not. And Putin has received even more time to bombard the Ukrainians by air while Ukraine has no ability to shoot down Russian ballistic missiles. 
Two days ago, tragically, at least 10 Ukrainians were killed in a Russian ballistic missile attack across Ukraine. The night after there was another blitz and 9 more Ukrainians were killed. The reason was pretty clear—the Ukrainians were able to intercept only one of the 27 ballistic missiles the Russians fired at them. 
I do not blame the Ukrainians for having hope in Trump. However, I really wish they would stop. They waste so much time planning and scheming about how to win Trump over to their side—when what they are doing is losing time planning for real-world scenarios. At the same time, any hope given to Europeans is destructive, as it puts off the changes that need to happen in Europe and lessen the immediacy of their efforts to aid Ukraine.
However, I am most angry at the sloppy, delusional, and frankly moronic western press and analytical community that refuses to admit what Trump is and is doing. Maybe they are afraid to speak the truth because the truth reveals them to be accomplices in Trump’s actions. 
However the reality is that hope kills, literally as this week has shown. 
Drapatyi and Fedorov Update
This week the good news/bad news cycle of Ukrainian military and defense developments continued apace. The good news was that the new chief of the Ukrainian General Staff, Mykhailo Drapatyi, has immediately introduced new policies to try and (further) reduce Ukrainian casualties. The two most notable of these changes were a new manpower audit and a freeze on the ability of specialized assault units (which were prioritized by General Syrskyi) to get more manpower for their attacks. Here are quick summaries of them. 
	The Manpower Audit 
On 29 July the Ukrainian General Staff announced an audit of combat-unit staffing and personnel allocation covering brigades, regiments and corps, with the stated goal to “assess the actual state of manning in brigades, regiments, and corps, analyze the effectiveness of personnel distribution among units, and identify ways to improve personnel management…” That is military speak for increasing combat effectiveness by using soldiers more efficiently and not losing so many.  Here is a Kyiv Independent article about this audit. 

	The Assault-Regiment Freeze 
On 31 July, Ukrainska Pravda cited officers in four assault regiments saying that Drapatyi on July 26 ordered a suspension of personnel replenishment to assault regiments. The regiments, which were prized by General Syrskyi, had the ability to take men from other parts of the army to keep their numbers high. They also suffered high losses. They were  part of Syrskyi’s desire to hold all land, even at a high cost.


These first two steps by Drapatyi were heartening, and indicate that he is transitioning even more dramatically to a low casualty way of fighting. Manpower matters more than fields at this time in the war, and the key thing is to let the Russians exhaust themselves through casualties while maintaining Ukrainian forces. And, btw, Russian casualties are reaching extraordinary levels, almost 43,000 according to the Ukrainian general staff. Here are the figures for 2026 so far.

Someone who is entirely on the same page as Drapatyi is Fedorov. Indeed, Fedorov gave two important interviews this week which touched on different aspects of his views on war and technology. One, in the New York Times, was extremely direct on the question of casualties and technology. According to him, machines and robots must do the fighting whenever possible—not human beings. Here is a gift link to the article, as I think it is so important. 
“I am absolutely convinced that robots and drones should be doing the fighting wherever possible,” he said. “That is how we preserve the lives of our soldiers.” In his view, only armies equipped with cheap, smart and mass-produced weapons will survive in a new era of warfare.
During his six months as minister of defense, Mr. Fedorov promoted that philosophy, helping turn the tide in the war against Russia, and in turn causing his own popularity to soar.
Read the whole thing if you have the time. 
The other interview was with Ukrainska Pravda. This one was more about why he was removed from office, though intellectually the two points are linked. Fedorov believes (with strong evidence) that the entire government reshuffle was done to get him out of his job, and the reason behind this was the power of the older military firms and officers such as Syrskyi, who did not like his changes and the fact that he might be threatening their profits. Here is one excerpt from that interview which is about Fedorov’s views on his removal.

The issue we face is that Zelensky seems determined to stick with Fedorov’s dismissal. The Ukrainian president is acting like it is a done deal and people around him are spreading the story that there is no chance that Fedorov will be back in post. And so far, even with large protests continuing, Zelensky is getting his way.
It is a mistake, and I hope not a self-destructive one. The key thing about Drapatyi and Fedorov that stands out is that they are on the same page when it comes to how modern wars should be fought. They both favor the machine-intensive, low human loss, method, and both want to construct a military around those principles. 
The problem that Ukraine faces is that you need both a military head of the army and a defense minister to make this happen. Fedorov could not fully get his way as long as Syrskyi was head of the army, and Drapatyi will struggle as long as the old-defense brigade holds sway over the ministry of defense.
Ukraine has in place what could be a war winning team—it would be heartening to think that both elements could have power.
Ports/Shipping Update
A number of people have asked about what is happening at the Ukrainian port of Odesa and other Ukrainian ports (which are all in the same area—see map below).

There are lots of reports of Ukrainian attacks on Russian shipping, but not so many about Russian attacks on Ukrainian ships. That is a fair point. Over the last few months the Russians have been waging their own campaign to try and destroy shipping in and out of Ukrainian ports (which is vital to ship out Ukrainian food for sale) operating. 
We have some data on this. From June 20-July 20 (a month) the Russians supposedly hit 28 merchant vessels around Odesa, killing 21 sailors. The largest of these, not surprisingly, was a corn-laden vessel flying under a Guinea-Bissau flag, in which 10 sailors died.
I have had reports from people who were recently in Odesa, and they are worried that the situation is not good.  On July 22 not a single merchant ship entered Ukrainian waters to load up with grain, and we are getting into peak season for agricultural production. That was notable enough that the Ukrainian Foreign Minister tweeted about it.

Since then, its not clear if any vessels have made it in to get grain. 
Watch this story as part of the wider war on ports. Shipping in and out is vital to Russia and Ukraine, particularly in terms of income generation. Russia makes it money selling oil; Ukraine makes it money selling grain. Both commodities need to go out by sea. 
Russia has suffered significant income losses through the campaign on its port/shipping (and refineries of course). That has led to Russia having to import certain fuels, such as gasoline, diesel and jet fuel, that it used to be able to provide itself, which along with reduced outward flows is depriving Russia of a great deal of income.
Now, if Ukraine’s partners in Europe are willing to back Ukraine, the Ukrainians should be able to deal with this disruption a little better than their enemies—though that does not mean at all it will be easy. Russian shipping/port/refinery losses mean that if they cannot ship, not only will they lose money, they actually will not have enough fuel for the domestic economy. That will have spillover effects. The Ukrainians are just losing money (they will have enough to eat).
Overall it is a pretty intense war—and one that matters a great deal to the outcome of the war. 

  Read full article: https://phillipspobrien.substack.com/p/weekend-update-196-the-week-when
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  Welcome to the latest edition of Defense Tech and Acquisition.

The biggest stories across the Department and the defense industry this week:
	The Army awards Lockheed Martin a $59B contract for PAC-3s. The Navy says hold my beer and awards General Dynamics and HII a $77B contract for Virginia and Columbia subs. DoW also pursues lower-cost munitions and drones.

	An array of new drones exercise and DoD pursues drones that carry drones.

	CHAOS and Atropos combine to advance modular, long-range autonomy

	Acq reform requires empowered leaders and stakeholder engagement 

	The Army launched Reveille Forge, an Integrated Development Environment

	NVIDIA provided the Navy the Department’s biggest supercomputer.

	CCAs will be optionally attritable and improves ACE operations at EOU

	Space Force advances AMTI; ESS progresses using novel acq framework

	Ukraine Hits Russia in the Caspian While Iran Refines Missile CONOPS





Navy Awards $76.6B in Contracts for New Virginia, Columbia-class Subs

BLUF: The Navy awarded General Dynamics Electric Boat and HII Newport News Shipbuilding a $42.1B for nine Block VI Virginia-class subs and a $29.5B contract for five Build II Columbia-class subs.
	Coupled with previously awarded funds of $5B for shipyard enhancements, the contracts are valued at a total of $76.6B.

	The awards drive the critical, once-in a generation recapitalization of the Navy’s undersea forces and the Nation’s nuclear triad. 

	The Columbia Class submarines will provide an effective sea-based strategic deterrent to meet USSTRATCOM requirements. 

	Furthermore, these contract awards support the fielding of enhanced Virginia Class submarines, a platform engineered for unparalleled stealth, heavy payload strike capability, and multi-domain lethality. 

	The Navy now has seven Columbia Class submarines under contract, complementing a force of 26 operational Virginia Class submarines with 23 more slated to be built.

	Meanwhile, the Virginia-class submarine program has faced some challenges and delays, stemming from late material deliveries and a shortage of experienced workers, according to a GAO report released this month. 

	Shipbuilders are constructing Virginia-class submarines at the pace of one per year as of June 2025, falling short of the Navy’s target of two per year.


“This historic investment underscores the Department’s continued commitment to undersea superiority and the recapitalization of our nuclear triad. By securing the continuous production of both the Columbia and Virginia classes, we ensure we will continue to deliver the world’s most lethal, survivable and resilient combat platform to our global Combatant Commanders, while providing long-term stability to our shipbuilding industrial base.” VADM Robert Gaucher, DRPM Strategic Submarines

Related: DoW Awards Historic Shipbuilding Contract to Cement Undersea Dominance
Army Adds $54B to Lockheed PAC-3 Agreement, Totaling $59B
BLUF: The Army awarded Lockheed Martin an undefined contract action (UCA) mod worth $53.86B for PAC-3 MSE interceptors, bringing the total value of the seven-year contract to $58.62B. 
	The contract is undefinitized, meaning dollar values and quantities could change as negotiations continue.

	The UCA enables a highly resilient, warm production line capable of rapidly scaling the delivery of critical PAC-3 MSE interceptors to U.S. and allied forces.

	Lockheed Martin inked another deal with the Pentagon to ramp up production for the Precision Strike Missile (PrSM) in March, and late last month, signed another massive UCA for nearly $35B to increase production of the Terminal High Altitude Area Defense (THAAD) interceptors over a seven-year period.

	The additional funding from the UCA allows the company to supercharge PAC-3 MSE production and triple capacity by the end of 2030


“Today’s announcement turns concept into reality, providing industry with the long-term demand signals it needs to build a resilient supply chain, scale production, and deliver critical capabilities to our Warfighters at the speed of relevance.” Michael Duffey, USW(A&S)

Related Article:  Pentagon Inks Patriot and THAAD Component Deal with L3Harris
US Missile Defenses to Get Strengthened with New 4-fold THAAD Propulsion Expansion
BLUF: L3Harris signed a framework agreement with the DoW and Lockheed Martin for a seven-year contract that would quadruple production of propulsion systems used by THAAD.
	L3Harris supplies THAAD’s Solid Rocket Boost Motors and Liquid Divert and Attitude Control Systems, two key propulsion components used by the interceptor.

	L3Harris has also reached a separate seven-year framework covering propulsion systems for the PAC-3 Missile Segment Enhancement interceptor.




Our Take: 
These mega-contracts $77B for Columbia and Virginia submarines and $54B for PAC-3s are clear big bets for the DoW. These lock-in a major recapitalization of vital strategic capabilities that have been woefully delayed and limited in production. 
	Each contract exceeds the combined value of all OT Agreements awarded over the last two years. 

	They dwarf by a factor of 8.5X the total lifetime federal obligations of the NatSec100 companies ($16B) and exceed the total private capital raised for those companies ($118.2B).


None of this diminishes the value of emerging defense technologies. Autonomy, attritable systems, advanced sensors, and software-defined capabilities remain essential for distributed lethality and cost-imposition. But the sheer magnitude of these traditional programs underscores the platforms and interceptors that underwrite nuclear deterrence and theater air-and-missile defense still absorb the overwhelming share of near-term procurement dollars. The defense-tech ecosystem will continue to grow, yet it will do so in the shadow of contracts whose individual values exceed the entire lifetime federal spend of the current generation of national-security startups.
X-Bow Unveils New Low-Cost Supersonic Interceptor

BLUF: X-Bow Systems rolled out their Buckler interceptor, designed to down Shahed-type Group 3 drone threats at supersonic speed, all at an appealing and mass-procurable sub-$100,000 price point.
	X-Bow’s SRMs come in all different sizes, ranging from a 34.5-inch motor (designed for big ol’ missiles, hypersonics, and space launch) to smaller motors and rocket-assisted take-off (RATO) kits for Group 3 UAVs, namely Aevex’s 200lb Disruptor drone, which it’s produced thousands of RATO kits for.

	Lockheed also tapped the startup as a new independent supplier of SRMs and other services for their existing and future programs after leading X-Bow’s $105M Series B funding round last year.

	X-Bow is building the Buckler’s airframe, solid-rocket motor, and propellant all in-house. X-Bow says that vertical integration is aimed at solving the industrial-base bottleneck defense leaders cite as the top constraint on scaling interceptors.


Singularity Defense Raises $80M to Build Missile Interceptors at Automotive Scale

BLUF: Singularity Defense emerged from stealth to announce an oversubscribed $80 million Series A round and with it, the most explicit public bet yet that the Western air defense crisis can be solved not through better missiles, but through better factories.
	The company has been building, flight-testing, and delivering air defense capability to the U.S. military in near-total secrecy. It is not yet ready to name the system publicly. 

	What it is ready to say is this: the interceptor is missile-based, ground-launched, built entirely from in-house subsystems including its own solid-fuel rocket motor, and designed to integrate with the C2, radar, and fire control infrastructure already in service across the U.S. military and that the bulk of the fresh $80M is going toward production lines the company says will exceed anything currently operating in the United States for air defense.

	The company's engineering thesis begins not with a new seeker or a novel propellant, but with a production philosophy borrowed from the auto industry.

	Singularity builds all key subsystems in-house — including its own solid-fuel rocket motor, a significant vertical integration decision that no established defense contractor has made for interceptor-class missiles in recent memory. For components it does not build in-house, it sources from commercial suppliers already producing at high volume, ensuring the supply chain does not constrain the production line.

	The test cadence is the other half of the manufacturing thesis. Singularity is conducting multiple flight tests per month — a pace that compresses development iteration cycles that typically take quarters into weeks. Each test cycle feeds directly into design changes that can be implemented without waiting for a prime contractor's quarterly review cycle, because the people designing the system and the people building the prototype are in the same building.


Our Take: Both X-Bow Systems and Singularity Defense represent a parallel shift in the interceptor market: startups leveraging deep vertical integration and production philosophies borrowed from high-volume commercial manufacturing to deliver mass-procurable, lower-cost alternatives to traditional prime-contractor munitions. Both treat costs, speed, and volume as primary design drivers, positioning vertically integrated architectures as alternatives to the traditional munitions models. 
Navy Picks RAACM-ER Low-Cost Cruise Missile For Program To Help Arm Allies

BLUF: The CHAOS program aims to give friendly ground forces new, cheaper ways to strike ships and targets on land at extended ranges.
	Navy awarded CoAspire a $70M OTA for development of a ground-launched version of Rapidly Adaptable Affordable Cruise Missile-Extended Range (RAACM-ER) cruise missile.

	Continued work on the design will now be done under a program aimed primarily at giving U.S. allies and partners a new, lower-cost way to strike moving targets at sea and on land.

	CoAspire will design, build, test, and deliver to Program Acquisition Executive for Munitions and its program office, PMX-201, an affordable, ground-launched, mid-range, cruise missile system that can attack both land-based and moving maritime targets.

	The end-use Foreign Military Sale (FMS) customers are allies and coalition partners needing an affordable yet highly effective maritime strike weapon that can be easily manufactured at scale.

	CoAspire is also now developing what it says is a separate surface-launched version of RAACM-ER, called GHOST, for the U.S. military’s Low-Cost Containerized Missiles (LCCM) program. 


Related: Navy picks $70M cruise missile designed for rapid mass production

Lockheed Taps Rotating Detonation Rocket Engines to Boost Missile Range, Speed

BLUF: Lockheed Martin and Venus Aerospace have formed a joint agreement to adapt Rotating Detonation Rocket Engine (RDRE) technology for military hardware, focusing on long-range precision strikes.
	Rotating detonation propulsion could enable future precision fires systems to achieve significantly greater range and speed while remaining compatible with the Army’s need for affordable, scalable production.

	The contract aims to transform this advanced propulsion setup from experimental flight demonstrations into standardized missile platforms. 

	It aims to meet defense requirements for faster, longer-range strike assets that are scalable for high-volume manufacturing.


CDAO Announces Team of Teams for Project Swarm Forge Crucible 3

BLUF: Following a highly successful Project Swarm Forge Crucible 2, CDAO selected the top-performing commercial drone and autonomy tech companies to advance to Crucible 3 this September.
	Rather than looking for individual stars, we are driving a Team of Teams approach.

	To defeat complex threats, we need the private sector to collaborate. We want the best hardware builders partnering with the best autonomy software developers and AI innovators to build unified, dominant systems.


AeroVironment | Anduril | Astaral Technology | Auterion Government Solutions | Breaker | Chord Robotics | DAINAMIX | Gambit | GDIT | Hardy Dynamics | Helsing | LMI  Solutions | Lockheed Martin | Mistral | NODA AI | Nokturnal AI | OpenDefense | Palantir | Post Quantum Labs | Regent Defense | Scientific Systems | Scout AI | Shield AI | Skyeton | SwarmInt | Tycho Ai | VICTUS


Exclusive: Invest in High-Potential Startups Like These

Alumni Ventures is offering readers early access to high-potential startup opportunities, including companies like Cambium, which recently raised $100M and was available to AV Syndicate members before the round.
Join the AV Syndicate to invest alongside name-brand venture firms like Founders Fund, General Catalyst, and Andreessen Horowitz (a16z) in some of today’s most exciting U.S. Strategic Tech companies.
You get:
 • Curated deal flow of high-potential U.S. Strategic Tech startups
 • No cost and no commitment to join
 • The flexibility to invest only if a company excites you
Access opportunities before they close.


The Pentagon’s AI Strategy Has a Funding Problem
Adam Lackey
BLUF: In the span of two weeks, the White House issued two of the most ambitious AI directives in American history. The executive order mandating rapid AI adoption and hardened cyber defense across the government and the National Security Presidential Memorandum 11 directing every element of the national security enterprise to accelerate AI adoption, anchored by four pillars: adoption, adaptation, assurance, and accountability.
	The strategy is sound. The harder challenge is execution, and a fiscal squeeze on the FY26 O&M accounts threatens to stall it before it begins.

	The software that those directives call for is bought with O&M, and the Iran war has drained those accounts.

	Private capital has made a generational commitment to American defense technology, yet the sector still draws <1% of total Pentagon contract dollars. Investors who backed these companies expect returns, and most of these firms depend on government contracts to earn them.

	The FY26 bills hits AI software at the command level. The Pentagon created a dedicated software appropriation in recent years, but it remains a limited pilot, and most fielded command tools are still bought the way other recurring services are, with operations and maintenance dollars. 

	That puts AI software in direct competition with training, maintenance, and operating tempo for the same dollars, and the commands that most need decision-speed tools are often the least able to afford them.

	The Pentagon could use reprogramming flexibility could move meaningful dollars into the technology and software accounts that fund commercial software licenses in the weeks that remain.

	If FY2026 closes without meaningful new awards in the AI and commercial technology categories because O&M funding ran dry and no one acted, there will be real damage.


The Department of War Should Establish a Strategic Compute Reserve
Andreas Theodoropoulos
BLUF: The DoW should create a Strategic Compute Reserve to mobilize America's commercial data center capacity for classified military use during wartime, mirroring how the Civil Reserve Air Fleet surges civilian airlift for national defense.
	Of the more than 35 gigawatts of data center capacity currently under construction in the U.S., >90% has already been pre-committed to a corporate customer.

	The Pentagon has confirmed that Maven Smart System usage during Epic Fury surged month-to-month by 38% on unclassified workloads and 89% on classified workloads. By token volume, top daily usage surged by 4,425%, hitting a peak of 20 billion tokens a day.

	As of early 2025, CENTCOM’s classified network ran on just four NVIDIA H100 GPUs, with a partnership with Air Force Research Laboratory set to add 24 more.

	The DoW should reimagine its regulatory frameworks around risk-based accreditation, identifying which rules still make sense in a cloud computing environment and which are obsolete.

	The DoW should work with cloud service providers to upgrade and maintain physical and cyber security environments, scaled to the sensitivity of the workload and the current capabilities of each facility.

	The DoW should develop a rapid conversion model that accepts some equipment may need to be removed rather than converted.


The Make-or-Buy Line has Moved
Jacob Green
BLUF: One foundational pillar of acquisition reform is the implementation of a commercial first policy, which laid out several initiatives: leveraging existing but less often used acquisition authorities, maximizing non-traditional contract vehicles, and increasing the use of more flexible solicitations. Most critically, it drives a commercial solution-first paradigm. If the immediate commercial solution isn’t sufficient, acquisition officers then find ways to modify it. If that approach does not work, then and only then do they pursue development.
	Businesses have started to see exponentially growing capability in the leading large language models, industry adoption of new AI-optimized interaction protocols, and the proliferation of agentic enabling tools that astronomically reduce the barriers to developing the software they need.

	The department should pursue the commercial procurement of infrastructure, agentic tools, and model access for its existing internal software development organizations. If done, it could build nearly all its software systems and applications in-house with unheard-of responsiveness, full government ownership, and at a fraction of the cost it spends today.

	Open source models such as Google’s Gemma series, agentic harnesses such as Hermes Agent and Open Code, and supporting tools such as Open Notebook and Honcho offer great capability with no licensing costs.

	The little-used Acquisition of Services pathway is particularly promising. This authority has the lowest barrier to entry and is built for large enterprise-wide contracts spanning many users and organizations.

	Any closed-system solution that requires full adoption into its environment to see value deserves no consideration.

	The Services should plan for their eventual departure from large single data platforms.

	These powerful tools are only useful if partnered with knowledge and discipline.

	The department needs to set conditions for these internal development teams to jump right into work and deliver value when called upon. It can do this through the establishment of pre-accredited development and production environments and a streamlined onboarding process for its internal developers to enter and begin work.


Drone Swarms vs Cruise Missiles: Range, Cost, Power Compared
BLUF: Drone swarms and cruise missiles are both designed to make life difficult for modern air-defense systems, but they do it in very different ways. Cruise missiles rely on long range, precision, low-altitude flight, and powerful warheads. Drone swarms, meanwhile, trade individual capability for numbers, coordination, and the ability to saturate defenses.
	Cruise missiles remain better suited for deep, high-value precision strikes where range and explosive power are essential.

	Drone swarms are potentially more useful for reconnaissance, saturation attacks, locating enemy defenses, attacking dispersed targets, and overwhelming defensive networks.


DARPA Challenge Pushes Limits of Heavy-Lift Drone Technology

BLUF: DARPA next week will kick off its inaugural Lift Challenge, a weeklong competition that aims to “revolutionize heavy vertical-lift aviation” by finding a drone capable of lifting and transporting a payload four times its own weight. The agency will award $6.5M in prizes to the winners.
	The Lift Challenge has attracted more than 100 competitors for drones, ranging from drone manufacturers to engineers to academics to hobbyists.

	Competitors must build a drone capable of non-assisted vertical takeoff that weighs less than 55 pounds. During the competition, the drones will have to pick up a minimum payload of 110 pounds and move it back and forth on a 1,000-foot course 30 times, or five nautical miles, in less than 30 minutes.


“Multirotor drones are limited in their usability because of their low payload-to-weight ratios, meaning they can only transport a payload equal to or less than their own weight. As payload requirements increase, so does the size and the cost of the drone. With the Lift Challenge, our goal is to dramatically increase the useful load, which will then drive down the cost per pound of transported cargo.” Phillip “Donna” Smith, the Lift Challenge Program Manager

UGVs Become Drone Bases That Launch Aerial Assets on the Move

BLUF: Target Arm and HDT Global are creating a mobile autonomous platform that allows drones to launch, recover, and continue operating without stopping or requiring human intervention.
	The concept combines Target Arm’s Ralar 2 robotic system and the Hunter WOLF and WOLF-X unmanned ground vehicle (UGV) duo from HDT Global.

	The integrated system is designed to keep drones operating while the ground platform itself is moving, combining robotic manipulation, sensors, and autonomy to support continuous aerial operations.

	A robotic arm mounted on the vehicle captures and guides drones during recovery, while the platform also launches multiple unmanned aircraft in sequence.

	Target Arm said the technology could support a range of missions beyond battlefield operations, including search and rescue, covert surveillance, logistics, and maritime patrol.

	By allowing UGVs to function as autonomous launch and recovery platforms, the system could reduce the need for human involvement in routine drone operations and allow personnel to focus on higher-priority battlefield tasks.


America Should Build the Future of Unmanned Aviation
Will Hasting
BLUF: Drones will become a ubiquitous part of American life. The drone story has barely begun. Americans must ask who builds these machines and where their data goes. 
	From Ukraine to Iran, inexpensive drones have transformed the economics of warfare, allowing relatively cheap aircraft to threaten militaries and infrastructure worth billions. What was once a niche technology has become one of the defining weapons of modern war. But the battlefield is only the beginning.

	In the coming decades, drones will become as common a tool for first responders and critical infrastructure as helicopters and radios are today, because they can solve problems that have always put human lives at risk.

	American manufacturers should not win solely because foreign competitors were restricted. They should win because they built the better aircraft.

	Unmanned aviation will not remove people from the mission. It is about making dangerous jobs safer and giving the people doing them better information before they have to act.

	America now has the opportunity to help build that future. We should not settle for merely replacing what came before. We should build aircraft worthy of the people who will depend on them, and capable of being present when the moment matters most.


OSC Signs $820M Conditional Loan Commitment with Performance Drone Works to Expand Domestic Drone Component Manufacturing
BLUF: OSC issued a conditional loan commitment of up to $820M to PDW to establish high-volume domestic manufacturing capacity for critical drone components. 
	The project is intended to supply components to multiple manufacturers and platforms, representing a significant expansion of domestic production capacity for drone components. 

	These components are intended to support a range of Group 1 and Group 2 unmanned aircraft produced by PDW and other domestic manufacturers. 

	With this strategic financing, OSC will enable the development of production capacity to address critical component bottlenecks facing the broader U.S. unmanned-systems ecosystem.


"PDW will be one of several domestic component producers receiving OSC loan commitments in support of President Trump's Executive Order 14307, 'Unleashing American Drone Dominance.' Expanding domestic component production will benefit manufacturers throughout the ecosystem and improve supply-chain resilience." David Lorch, OSC Director

Other Defense Tech News:
	US pursues utility-scale quantum computers with new $125M DARPA validation deal

	US firm unveils Mach 2+ airborne test platform for hypersonic vehicle development

	In First, TRANSCOM Operationalized AI Agents to Support Epic Fury

	DOW Awards a Nearly $7B Oracle Agreement to Accelerate the Arsenal of Freedom



CHAOS Industries Acquires Atropos Group, Uniting Sensing and Effects with Autonomous Airborne Platforms
BLUF: CHAOS Industries acquired Atropos Group, an aerospace company developing autonomous air platforms.
	CHAOS’ counter-drone radar and sensing systems are in production at U.S. facilities and deployed to protect critical infrastructure. 

	The Atropos acquisition builds on that manufacturing base, bringing airframe production into the domestic supply chain and adding U.S. manufacturing capacity and jobs.

	Within its first year, the Atropos Group completed six major design iterations, flew a one-fifth-scale prototype, completed a conceptual design review for a large autonomous aircraft, and advanced the initial design of a modular, long-range surveillance and strike platform.

	By integrating CHAOS’ sensing and effector technologies with Atropos’ air vehicle design and autonomous flight software, the combined company will deliver a mobile platform capable of detecting, tracking, engaging, and defeating aerial and other threats while on the move.


Related Articles:  
	Chaos Industries, armed with overseas experience, heads to Eglin

	Chaos Industries scoops up Atropos Group


Our Take:  We’re excited for our friends at Atropos for the opportunities ahead. 
Boeing Mulls Building ‘Many’ Ghost Bat Production Hubs Overseas

BLUF:  Boeing is considering plans to build MQ-28 Ghost Bat production facilities in more countries, as it steps up a major push to secure international orders of the drone wingman from countries who prioritize weapons built within their own borders.
	Boeing announced that Hensoldt has been added to its German MQ-28 supplier base in support of a bid to land Berlin’s CCA requirement. 

	Germany is on course to become the first European CCA operator under a target to field the drones with crewed fighters in 2029.


“I think we’d rather have many smaller factories building them, localized for countries to meet their own local needs than having one mega factory.” Glen Ferguson, MQ-28 Global Program Director

Our Take:  Boeing’s strategy makes sense for attracting foreign business, but it is a little ironic given Boeing has built its business on having large mega-factories which usually comes with increased efficiency and ability to move skilled workers across different lines when needed. 
Lockheed Martin Raises 2026 Guidance Following Record $230B Backlog
BLUF: Driven by major contract wins, such as a $35B MDA contract for THAAD interceptors and multiple Army munitions awards, LMC now projects full-year sales between $79.75B and $81.75B (3% higher than projected).
	LMC CEO Jim Taiclet attributed the strong performance to strategic investments made ahead of demand, including expanding munitions capacity and advancing counter-drone technologies like the Sanctum system. 

	To further support its growth, the company recently announced plans to acquire undersea-warfare firm Ultra Maritime for $3.45B and partnered with Rheinmetall to establish a European center for tactical missile production.


Our Take:  Only time will tell if the strategic investments accelerate production of THAAD to 400 closer to 2032 or 2027.  We remain disappointed that the department didn’t hedge more with a lower cost alternative to pair with THAAD production.  Seems there is little procurement funding left over to pursue a more scalable and lower-cost interceptor that would provide DoW with additional options.
L3Harris Postpones Missile Unit IPO Until Mid-2027
BLUF:  L3Harris is postponing its planned spinoff of its missile solutions unit until at least mid-2027, with its CEO saying that the business is being undervalued even as demand soars for solid rocket motors and other weapons components.
	The company wants to let the market “settle down” rather than completing the spin off by the end of the year as originally projected.

	L3Harris will continue to invest in the facilities needed to help scale up production of solid rocket motors and other missile components and won’t start to need the money from the IPO until the late 2027-2029 timeframe.

	Currently, the company is one of two domestic suppliers — alongside Northrop Grumman — of large SRMs, a key propulsion technology used in missiles.


Related Article:  L3Harris delays missile business IPO to 2027 despite surging defense demand
Our Take:  It seems that despite initial investor enthusiasm, DoW taking an equity share has caused some consternation among the financial community given the government is simultaneously a major customer, investor and regulator.  It seems the government maintains warrants (to purchase stock later at a preferred price) and that new public shareholders would likely only own a small, noncontrolling interest.  That is not the only concern driving the IPO valuation but seems to be key.  
This is why we have expressed concerns that DoW taking equity in some companies and not others creates a market and competition distortion.  While it makes sense from a financial investor point of view, a future equity sale is unlikely to benefit DoW directly as those funds will go back to the Treasury.
Firehawk Aerospace Awarded AFRL Contract to Develop Breakthrough High-Thrust Propulsion System
BLUF:  Firehawk Aerospace has been awarded a multi-million-dollar contract by the Air Force Research Laboratory (AFRL) to continue developing and evaluating a hybrid rocket engine of increased size and capability.
	Firehawk will develop and evaluate a hybrid engine of further increased size and performance capability and evaluate its performance as a possible propulsion system for a sled track test bed application.

	Firehawk’s approach to producing hybrid rocket engines has created significant breakthroughs in reliability and performance compared to traditional hybrid rocket engines.


Saronic and Samsung Heavy Industries Team Up
BLUF: Unmanned maritime darling Saronic is teaming up with Samsung Heavy Industries (SHI) to “accelerate the development of autonomy-capable maritime systems and technologies to strengthen America’s shipbuilding industrial base.”
	Together, the two companies will work on autonomy and AI-powered solutions and integrate robotics and automated processes across Saronic’s shipyards.

	SHI provides decades of experience in cutting-edge, high-volume shipbuilding and vessel design.


Related Article: Saronic Taps Samsung to Help Revive US Shipbuilding Capability
JIATF-401 Awards CACI $500M for Non-Kinetic cUAS
BLUF: CACI International has won a three-year, $500M contract to provide its non-kinetic SkyValor counter-drone system, along with “other tactical” unmanned systems, to the Joint Interagency Taskforce (JIATF) 401.
	The SkyValor system specializes in providing “early warning detection” and uses radio frequency sensing and AI-enabled EW to take down drone threats

	The systems will be used for the Pentagon’s Domestic Shield program — a project aimed at protecting US military installations and critical infrastructure from drone threats.


Red Cat Receives $2.49M Air Force Order for Black Widow Systems
BLUF:  Red Cat Holdings, Inc, a U.S.-based provider of advanced all-domain drone and robotic solutions for defense and national security, received a $2.49M FFP contract from the Air Force for Black Widow™ sUAS, training and related support.
	The customer organization is the U.S. Air Force Security Forces Center (AFSFC), which trains, equips, and managed program execution for the Air Force Security Forces enterprise worldwide.

	Black Widow is Red Cat’s flagship short-range reconnaissance system and the U.S. Army’s selected platform for its Short Range Reconnaissance Program.


Honeywell Aerospace, Shield AI Collaborate to Advance Development of Autonomous Aircraft
BLUF:  Honeywell Aerospace and Shield AI announced an MoU under which Honeywell will develop a trusted autonomy software stack on Shield AI’s Hivemind Software Development Kit, integrating Honeywell Aerospace’s Anthem™ avionics, navigation, and sensing portfolio.
	Under the collaboration, the companies will evaluate joint pursuits of defense Unmanned Aerial System programs globally.

	They will also explore how Honeywell Aerospace’s certified systems can extend Hivemind’s reach into both U.S. and international markets, supporting allied nations seeking domestic autonomy capability.


Global Drone Manufacturer Selects Fayetteville for First Flagship Manufacturing Facility in the U.S.
BLUF:  Skyeton, Inc., a manufacturer of unmanned aerial systems (UAS) will invest more than $3.1M in Fayetteville to establish its first flagship manufacturing operation in the U.S. creating at least 162 new jobs in Cumberland County.
	Skyeton, Inc. is the U.S. subsidiary of Skyeton Holdings, a global manufacturer of UAS for the defense and commercial sectors. 

	Skyeton has more than 350,000 combat-proven flight hours of its long-endurance Raybird platform for intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance missions. 

	The company’s expansion will use cutting-edge technologies to design, engineer, manufacture, test, distribute, and support its composite UAS from a 28,500-square-foot production facility.


AV and Applied Intuition team up to bring collaborative autonomy to new Mayhem 10 drone

BLUF:  AeroVironment and Applied Intuition are teaming up to produce a drone capable of autonomously operating in swarms or “hunter-killer” teams under the direction of one operator.
	AV, best known for its Switchblade suite of loitering munitions, launched a new unmanned aerial system product line in April by unveiling the Mayhem 10. 

	Now, Applied Intuition will add its Acuity ISR/Strike software to the drone so teams of Mayhem 10 platforms can operate autonomously.

	Billed as a “highly adaptable” launched effects system, the Mayhem 10 has the ability to switch from intelligence, surveillance and reconnaissance (ISR) payloads to electronic warfare, communications and precision strike missions without having to change the air vehicle.

	The Mayhem system can carry a 10-pound payload and fly more than 60 miles, and the platform can be assembled and launched in less than five minutes.

	The companies validated the integration by running the systems through collaborative autonomy missions and demonstrated multiple Mayhem 10 drones collaborating against different threats.


Related Article: 10-pound payload drone gets autonomous swarm brain for coordinated strike mission
Rune Technologies Selected by Air Force to Advance AI-Enabled Logistics for Agile Combat Employment
BLUF:  Rune Technologies has been selected by AFWERX for a Phase 1 SBIR award to advance AI-enabled logistics command and control for Agile Combat Employment operations. The effort applies Rune’s TyrOS platform to address the most pressing challenges in the Department of the Air Force (DAF).
Defense Unicorns and Paramify Unite
BLUF: Defense Unicorns, the leader in airgap-native software delivery and national security missions, today announced a strategic partnership with Paramify, a leading provider of compliance automation, to deliver a streamlined, scalable path to federal security compliance for defense and government customers.
	The partnership integrates Paramify’s compliance automation platform directly into Defense Unicorns’ Unified Defense Stack (UDS). 

	Paramify’s risk-first platform automatically maps security controls across multiple frameworks, including IL 4 and 5.

	This further enables teams to deploy mission-critical software in complex, regulated environments with greater speed, clarity, and most importantly collaboration with critical, additional organizations.


Other Defense Industry News:
	Antares Raises $470M to Field Military-Focused Microreactors



Embracing Acquisition Reform: A Critical Step for the Army’s Future
Kevin Fahey
BLUF: In the wake of SECWAR’s address on acquisition reform, it’s clear that the Army is not just reacting but proactively leaning into a transformative approach. This is an opportunity we cannot afford to miss. The Army’s alignment with the Adaptive Acquisition Framework is essential, but it requires more than just policy adjustments—it demands a cultural shift that empowers leaders and engages all stakeholders.
	At the heart of this reform is the imperative to hold Capability Portfolio Executives and program managers accountable for developing robust, risk-balanced acquisition programs that deliver capabilities in a timely manner.

	Program estimates should reflect commercial pricing and incentivize effective contracts.

	PAEs must be empowered to align the institution with the needs of acquisition programs, ensuring that decisions are made swiftly and effectively.

	Successful acquisition hinges on 4 things:
	Clear, stable and executable requirements

	Adequate funding

	A sound acquisition strategy

	The ability to make timely decisions.



	The new construct the Army is executing eliminates a multitude of difficulties by giving the PAE the responsibility of aligning the enterprise.

	We must recognize that a high-ranking individual focused on institutional alignment is essential for timely decisions and successful acquisition outcomes.

	With strong leadership and determination, we can reshape our approach to acquisition. I wholeheartedly support the notion of the PAE being responsible for determining requirements.

	Concerns about the PAE’s readiness to navigate complex technological trade-offs are valid. However, these risks can be mitigated by surrounding the PAE with a skilled team equipped with critical thinking abilities and experience.

	Another significant risk lies in the size of the portfolios and whether the span of control is manageable. If handled correctly, with accurate data and facts, this can be manageable.

	For success, we must unite the best talent around common goals. Effective execution management is critical, and anyone perceived as an impediment to change must be addressed promptly.


Our Take:  We could not agree more.  We want PAEs to be given the maximum amount of responsibility because the diffused nature of accountability has been at the heart of acquisition reform issues.  However, PAEs need to surround themselves with skilled people who think differently and are willing to help challenge the status quo because they cannot be everywhere at once.  They also need to rely on their data because with so much complexity, the only way to know where attention is needed is to see the noise in the reporting.  While speed is paramount, there is also a need for discipline in having an acquisition strategy that guides each effort whether it’s a small prototype or larger program.   This of course should be scaled and streamlined according to the effort but it’s a disservice to industry to award a prototype without understanding (and funding) the follow-on activities if it achieves success. 
Pentagon’s Special Ops Office Hosts First Shark Tank-Style Accelerator Event
BLUF:  The first-ever Accelerator Event, sponsored by the office of the Assistant Secretary of Defense for Special Operations and Low-Intensity Conflict (SO/LIC), was a different kind of industry day where companies pitched capabilities in a Shark Tank-type exercise to solve some of the toughest problems for the special operations world.
	The goal is to break down the bureaucratic barriers that are often derided in the acquisition world, seeking to prove that the acquisition system doesn’t have to take 10-plus years to deliver what SOF operators need today.

	SO/LIC officials said they solicited responses from industry for problems drawn directly from operational commands, like the need for surveillance payloads on Group 3 medium-sized drones or BLOS comms that don’t use LEO satellites. 

	They whittled down around 700 proposals to 15 capabilities to pitch their solutions in Shark-Tank like presentations.


“We have to break away from the tradition of grading our success on our ability to follow a process that we created and to grading our success on the outcomes that we generate.” Cara Teeter, deputy assistant secretary of Defense for Special Operations Analysis, Resources, and Capabilities

Right to Repair: Law of Unintended Consequences
Jeff Kojac
BLUF:  Good intentions can lead to unintended and undesirable outcomes. There is a better path than enacting new statutes that will increase government costs, reduce industry competition, and expand federal control over intellectual property.
	The proposal pushed by Reps. Maggie Goodlander and Pat Harrigan in NDAA deliberations highlights real frustrations – delayed repairs, flown-in contractors for simple fixes, and degraded readiness.

	People of goodwill on all sides want troops to be able to fix what they are trained to fix and save time, money, and lives; but this “right to repair” legislation is a blunt instrument that overshoots its stated goal and risks harming the very readiness it claims to protect.

	Counterproductively, however, this proposal imposes a default of “government purpose rights” for virtually all technical data, computer software, and documentation delivered under future War Department contracts.

	The only exception is if a contractor meets a high evidentiary bar with clear and convincing proof of more restrictive rights, plus a compliant assertions table, private-funding documentation, segregable exclusions, and portion markings.

	While rhetoric focuses on troops repairing gear in the field, the bill text creates default rights that apply across competitive and non-competitive procurements, with limited carve-outs and significant new obligations on industry.

	There are broader problems of data management, forecasting, and supply chain execution, and granting broader data rights does nothing to fix these root causes. 

	Instead, such a course of action would only pretend to solve readiness while leaving the actual bottlenecks untouched.

	Worse, the new law will likely raise costs for taxpayers. Contractors facing the prospect of losing control over privately developed IP – and potentially seeing it shared with competitors – will rationally price that risk into every proposal.

	DoW already possesses the tools to acquire the rights it needs. 

	Under existing law, including 10 U.S.C. § 3771, the Secretary of War must prescribe regulations balancing government needs with contractors’ legitimate proprietary interests. 

	Section 3771 protects incentives for private investment in innovation while ensuring the government obtains necessary data rights for national defense, competition, and sustainment.


Our Take:  We agree with Jeff here.  While there are egregious examples of primes who had all their costs fully reimbursed still declare “restricted rights” on key items and stick it to the government at every opportunity to the point where operators in the field could barely repair anything themselves.   DoW should use its existing authority to garner rights from those that were paid billions in development while honoring the IP from companies that invested private funds or real non-reimbursed IRAD to bring new capability to the warfighter.
After Palantir Beef, US Withdraws Bid to Improve Military Intel
BLUF:  DIA has withdrawn a bid to improve a military intelligence system called MARS, (Machine-assisted Analytic Rapid-repository System) after a protest by Palantir.
	Palantir filed a protest complaining that the US was seeking to build an intelligence system from scratch when the company has commercially-available products readily available.

	DIA’s military intelligence systems have incurred criticism for deficiencies and delays since MARS was developed in 2018 to replace a legacy system known as MIDB, which was created in the 1980s and still remains in use. 

	MARS still relies on MIDB’s user interface, for instance, and the older system’s server isn’t due to be fully retired until March 2028.


Our Take:  This is a classic example of what to not do and just shows how far we have to go to train the acquisition community.  Literally, Maven is being used in every combatant command at the highest levels of classification.  For an acquisition office to ignore that and pursue a custom application that does the same thing was just asking for this protest. 
NIST Unveils New AI Evaluation Platform
BLUF:  NIST aunched a new program on Monday granting researchers access to an isolated testbed environment to safely evaluate artificial intelligence models against various commands.
	The AI Technology Evaluation, or AITE fundamental goal is to offer a universal rubric to effectively evaluate AI models’ capabilities and determine the state of the art for model performance.

	It provides blind data for models to process when completing tasks to gain objective insights and conduct evaluations of model capabilities.

	Initially, AITE will focus on conducting image analysis tasks using large vision language models across three domains: quantum science, genomics and public safety. More tasks will be available in the future.


U.S. Digital Corps Graduates Largest Class of Fellows Yet
BLUF:  The General Services Administration on Wednesday celebrated the graduation of 71 U.S. Digital Corps fellows, marking the largest graduating class since the program’s inception.
CMMC Reform
Check out the guest article from our friend Sandeep on CMMC.  Turning and Burning on Cybersecurity Compliance

PAE Fires Establishes “Reveille Forge” to Accelerate Rapid Integration and Capability Delivery

BLUF: PAE Fires has launched Reveille Forge, an Integrated Development Environment (IDE) at Redstone Arsenal. 
	The now-operational facility capitalizes directly on the momentum from the Pathway for Innovation and Technology (PIT) led Operation Jailbreak's Sprint 1 and the Army's first ever API Marketplace. 

	Designed to maintain a lean standing footprint, Reveille Forge remains poised to surge support when directed to integrate new capabilities for immediate deployment to operational theaters.

	Operation Jailbreak’s first sprint focused on countering Unmanned Aerial System and Integrated Air and Missile Defense threats, bringing together >50 companies and 600 participants to "jailbreak" >74 previously isolated capabilities.

	PAE Fires is institutionalizing that momentum by establishing Reveille Forge as a permanent hackathon environment to support its specific portfolio objectives. 

	This standing facility can operate independently or in conjunction of any future Jailbreak sprints.

	The driving organization behind Reveille Forge is PAE Fires, working hand-in-hand with its portfolio of existing prime contractors, emerging vendors, government stakeholders, and academia. 

	Reveille Forge is purpose-built as a collaborative space where all stakeholders work side-by-side, building directly on the partnership model proven during Operation Jailbreak, where Industry competitors sat shoulder-to-shoulder in shared "validation zones."

	An "Integrate-First" Pathway for Emerging Vendors and Capabilities
	Initial Integration: Vendors demonstrate the viability of their product by successfully integrating it into the established government-owned architecture within Reveille Forge.

	Capability Review: Once initial integration is demonstrated, government stakeholders will engage in formal capability discussions.

	Testing: Valuable capabilities advance to the next phase of testing. Successful performance may inform follow-on testing, experimentation, acquisition decisions, or other government actions consistent with applicable laws, regulations, and competition requirements.




"Operation Jailbreak proved what's possible when industry, government, and academia stop working in silos and start working as one team. Carrying forward the momentum of Operation Jailbreak, Reveille Forge continues to drive early collaboration and integration, rapidly turning emerging technology into deployable capabilities.” LTG Frank Lozano, PAE Fires

Our Take: This is exactly the kind of integrate-first infrastructure the Army (and DoW) needs, building upon Jailbreak’s success for a more permanent collaboration engine. This enabled vendors an ability to demonstrate real integration into DoW architectures alongside established primes. Kudos to the PAE Fires team. 
Army Acquisition Shift Demands New Contractor Sales Strategies
Nic Coppings
BLUF: Compressed acquisition timelines are rewarding contractors who invest in customer intelligence months before an opportunity appears. Not the ones who mobilize after it lands.
	A CSO lands in your inbox on Tuesday and responses are due Friday. The customer wants a working capability to provide soldiers next month.

	A smaller competitor wins not because they moved faster that week, but learning months before the opportunity existed in conversations with the customer.

	Many organizations still think readiness means mobilizing capture faster. It doesn't. In compressed acquisition windows, the intelligence already exists, or you are making assumptions.

	The intelligence that wins must now exist before the opportunity appears. Every competitor has the same AI, the same subscription data, and the same market intelligence. Advantage belongs to whoever creates intelligence others cannot buy.

	The Army is complementing its traditional requirements process with faster, problem-based pathways. Characteristics of Need documents describe the operational problem and ask industry to solve it. 

	The Army is increasingly using non-FAR pathways such as commercial solutions openings and other transaction agreements, some moving from idea to award in as little as 90 days. 

	It is opening direct soldier touchpoints and accelerators, including the Army Pathway for Innovation and Technology, to put working prototypes in the warfighter’s hands early.

	The firms pulling away won't necessarily have bigger proposal teams or better AI. They'll simply understand where their customers are heading before everyone else does.


Our Take: Fully agree that BD operates at an accelerated pace. Understanding and shaping opportunities ahead of solicitations is a competitive advantage for those who have existing contracts and deep relationships with DoW organizations. The acquisition transformation and commercial first model will pivot to where both government and industry require greater insights into each other’s camps to move out with greater speed and success. This Substack is one avenue to help. 
Army Begins Shift to New AI-Enabled C2 Comms System

BLUF: The Army announced the successful demonstration of a >$3B Next Generation Command and Control (NGC2) digital communications prototype, saying the technology’s development is on pace to catapult military planning and operations into the future.
	The prototype NGC2 system will soon move on to larger scale testing following a slate of exercises.

	The new system amounts to a massive overhaul of the Army’s communications and planning structure, replacing previous — in some cases aged conventional equipment — with a futuristic combination of custom built and off-the-shelf components being provided by a slew of advanced defense tech companies.

	While the system integrates AI into the C2 communications process, it should not be viewed as a replacement for military decision making or planning.

	The system is being built in four layers and is meant to more closely mimic the consumer electronics industry than prior Army equipment. It is also being conceived with rapidly developing technology in mind.

	The transport layer contains much of the communications hardware that lets the system use everything from SpaceX’s Starlink system to mesh radios and 5G cellular networks.

	A data layer uses cloud-based computing to store the necessary information in real time, while an integration layer translates all of the available points on a given battlefield into useful bits and bytes for applications.

	There are programs such as a target system provided by Palantir and a machine learning model for geospatial imagery by Striveworks. There is even a program being developed internally by the Army to help visualize electromagnetic spectrum planning for electronic warfare.

	NGC2 relies on a major contract with Anduril and Palantir. The two are on contract with the Army to be the primary data providers for the system, with both providing a common baseline for other companies to build out their products.


“It enables us to do these things distributed. When you look at the modern battlefield conditions that we think we’re gonna have to fight in … the modern battlefield is going to require us to be distributed in order to protect and preserve our most important asset which is our soldiers, our combat power.” GEN Christopher LaNeve, Army Vice Chief of Staff

Army-Backed Aircraft Delivers Cargo Three Ways in Single Sortie Without Ground Crews

BLUF: Elroy Air has expanded the mission profile of its autonomous Chaparral cargo aircraft with three new unattended delivery modes developed for the Army, allowing the drone to deliver supplies without personnel or equipment at the receiving site. 
	The new capabilities let the aircraft release cargo from a hover, drop payloads while flying forward, or land and unload autonomously, giving military units more options to resupply forces operating in contested or remote areas.

	Engineers programmed the aircraft to complete two autonomous payload drops during a single sortie without operator intervention during the release sequence, meeting requirements for communications-denied environments.

	They released payloads while hovering over the target and dropping from 65’. 

	Elroy Air also completed a separate test of its ground delivery mode. After landing, the aircraft automatically released its cargo before departing, eliminating the need for ground crews or dedicated unloading equipment.

	The same software and hardware package will also support commercial logistics missions where infrastructure remains limited or unavailable.

	The vertical takeoff and landing platform does not require a runway, fixed delivery equipment, or personnel at the destination, making it suitable for disaster response, maritime operations, and remote terrain.


See the Video of Chaparral Deliveries
Army is Launching AI-Powered, Commercial-Facing DevSecOps Platform
BLUF: Army Acting CIO Gabe Chiulli teased Project Gatekeeper to automate intake, streamline requests and accelerate delivery of commercial tools.
	The Army is launching a new commercial-facing initiative to streamline how industry partners submit code and software products for military accreditation.

	Project Gatekeeper will deploy a tailored version of the Army’s DevSecOps platform onto NIPRnet, using AI to provide commercial developers with instant feedback and risk assessments. The project will help remove acquisition friction.

	The concept behind this is that we are going to work with industry similar to Operation Jailbreak, where we can have industry partners commit code containers, whatever might be in isolated areas, and allow us to give you that feedback.

	The platform addresses a widespread operational bottleneck where individual vendor requests for sponsorship and accreditation frequently exceed the capacity of Army personnel. 

	By allowing companies to upload code containers into isolated staging areas without requiring a Common Access Card, the platform offers a streamlined pipeline toward pipeline authorization and security approval.

	To further simplify industry collaboration, the Army is establishing focus areas to communicate technology requirements at scale rather than managing disparate vendor inquiries.


Army Picks GM Defense, Ford, BC Customs for ISV-Heavy Prototypes

BLUF: The Army awarded OT agreements to GM Defense, Ford, and BC Customs to develop prototypes for the heavy variant of the infantry squad vehicle. 
	The companies will each provide three ISV-Heavy variants by March 30, 2027 to undergo operational assessments and limited developmental testing.

	This competitive prototyping effort directly advances Army Senior Leader directives to enhance lethality and operational flexibility on the modern battlefield.

	While the original ISV has allowed soldiers to zip around the battlefield with more agility and speed, the Army is hoping the heavy variant will provide more mobile electrical power. The Army is currently facing a critical capability gap in this area.


Our Take: A CSO in March, OTA awards in June, prototypes delivered by March. Competition among three vendors. Great stuff here. 

Pentagon Puts out Call for Robot Boats That Launch Attack Drones

BLUF: DIU issued a solicitation for Suitable Warfighting Adaptive Payloads (SWAP-USV) to find mature, market-ready USVs fully integrated with two or more mature, market-ready aerial drones to detect, identify, track, and defeat hostile threats.
	Technology must be mature enough to be deployed to the field within 120 days.

	To make this happen, DIU created a year-long contest backed by $100M in prize money. DIU wants to partner with established maritime manufacturers, autonomy developers, sensor manufacturers, and UAS developers to execute a multi-phase Prize Challenge.

	The SWAP-USV project is billed as a solution to a problem that has also plagued missile and drone defense on land: the economics favor the offense.

	The cost-exchange ratio for detecting and neutralizing asymmetric maritime threats in contested environments is heavily skewed in favor of the adversary.

	The drone boat must carry, launch and control at least two small UAVs. 

	The UAVs together should be capable of conducting kinetic strikes with a combined payload of at least 2 kilograms, or just over 4 pounds.

	The system must be mobile enough to fit into a standard cargo container, on road trailers or on C-17 and C-130 transports.


Related Article:  DIU Wants More USVs
Navy Seeks Multi-mission Host Vessel for Unmanned Systems, Helos
BLUF: The Navy is on the hunt for a new multimission vessel to launch and recover uncrewed aircraft and surface vessels along with helicopters and small boats.
	PAE Maritime issued an RFI for the design and construction of an all-new platform or the modification of an existing vessel to meet a requirement for a versatile and modular ship capable of sustained and independent operations.

	The primary mission of this vessel will be to serve as an afloat forward-deployed operations and staging base for UAS, USV, small boat, and U.S./multinational C2 missions capable of sustained communication in varied sea states.

	Navy is seeking a steel monohull or catamaran craft measuring 300-400 feet in length. The craft should have a minimum sustained speed of 10 knots, a range of 9,600 nautical miles and the ability to remain at sea for 30 days without resupply.

	The vessel must have a flight deck or helicopter pad capable of launching and recovering Sikorsky SH-60 and MH-60 Seahawk, MH-60T Jayhawk and MH-65 Dolphin helicopters. 

	It must also be equipped to launch and recover vertical take-off class 2 and 3 UAS with a minimum of 20x20-foot deck space dedicated to UAS recovery and storage.

	For small boats and USVs, the Navy wants a “non-deck crane-based small boat launch and recovery system” to support 24- to 44-foot vessels weighing up to 35,000 pounds. It should have either a well deck, boat ramp, elevator or boat lift system, the RFI continues.

	Industry responses are due by Aug. 19. 


JAGM-Armed Saildrone Surveyor USV Joins RIMPAC 2026

BLUF: A missile-armed variant of Saildrone’s 20-meter Surveyor USV officially joined the at-sea phase of the RIMPAC 2026 Exercise. Featuring a custom launcher capable of firing four AGM-179 Joint Air-to-Ground Missiles (JAGM), the deployment marks a critical milestone in the Navy’s push to field a hybrid fleet of crewed and uncrewed combatants in the Indo-Pacific.
	Designed for persistent maritime and undersea surveillance operations, the 20-meter-long USV can operate for months at-sea, according to a release from Saildrone. 

	Surveyor is one of several drones from the company, already operationally fielded in support of Navy and Coast Guard operations in the Middle East, Pacific and Caribbean.

	Earlier this year, Saildrone revealed that defense contractor Lockheed Martin invested $50M to integrate a launcher capable of firing four AGM-179 Joint Air-to-Ground Missiles (JAGM). 

	Succeeding the Cold War-era AGM-114 Hellfire, JAGM uses a modernized seeker and can strike targets at extended ranges in future variants.

	Aside from surface strike, Lockheed Martin proposed the system for counter-unmanned aerial system roles aboard American guided-missile destroyers and littoral combat ships amid the height of Red Sea engagements. 

	The surface-launched deployment scheme aimed to increase the Navy’s options to counter Houthi one-way attack drones.

	Alongside Saildrone’s Surveyor, sea drones from HavocAi, Leidos and Splash Industries are participating in RIMPAC.


Navy Deploys GARC USV in First Live-Fire Training Exercise

BLUF: The Navy confirmed its first live-fire training exercise of its Global Autonomous Reconnaissance Craft (GARC) USV during a sinking exercise (SINKEX).
	This comes a little over two weeks after CENTCOM used three Corsair USV to strike a submarine and ship maintenance facility at a naval base in Iran, marking the first time American forces have employed sea drones in combat operations.

	USV Division 32 (USVDIV-32) executed the Navy’s first GARC live fire. 




Related: Navy’s GARC Kamikaze Drone Boat Blew a Hole in Ex-USS Peleliu During Sinking Exercise
Seasats USV Records Chinese Warship in ‌the Philippines’ Waters

BLUF: Seasat’s Lightfish USV passed a Chinese destroyer operating in the Philippines’ exclusive economic sone and recorded the first such video by a US company. 
	The Chinese ship approached the USV, but as a matter of safety, the Lightfish was broadcasting its position loudly through the Automatic Identification System (AIS), the international tracking system used by oceangoing ships to monitor their locations and prevent collisions.

	The 11-foot-long, 3-foot-wide lightweight USV is designed primarily for maritime ISR and sensing. Despite its small size and low cost (~$250,000), the solar- and backup generator-powered Lightfish can be at sea for up to six months in Sea State 6+.

	The startup has snagged a joint $24M contract with the Navy and Marines under the APFIT program to accelerate production of the Lightfish in January, which followed an $89M-ceiling SBIR Phase 3 IDIQ with the Navy to deliver the USVs to the Marine Corps last October.

	It’s also completed some pretty insane journeys, including a 7,500-mile trans-Pacific voyage from San Diego to Japan last year. The Lightfish snapped a very up-close and personal picture of a Chinese destroyer northwest of Guam on that trip.


“The Lightfish had recently completed the first autonomous transit of the Taiwan Strait, where they also snapped some photos of Chinese warships operating during the over 1,000 nautical mile journey. This sighting off the coast of the Philippines came on the tail end of that mission. The Chinese ship didn’t take any threatening action and Seasats “tried to maintain respectful maneuvering and distance.” Mike Flanigan, Seasats founder and CEO



Related: USV maker Seasats says drone came within meters of Chinese warship during Pacific transit
Military’s Largest Supercomputer is now live at Navy base
BLUF: Naval Support Activity Monterey, California, is now home to the Pentagon’s most powerful supercomputer.
	NPS received a DGX GB300 computer, the highest-performing AI processing system available for enterprises under a CRADA between NPS and AI giant NVIDIA that began in December 2024.

	A ribbon-cutting ceremony to launch the new system took place with NVIDIA founder and CEO Jensen Huang and ADM Samuel Paparo, PACOM Commander.

	The makeup of the supercomputer which combines 36 NVIDIA Grace CPUs with 72 NVIDIA Blackwell Ultra GPUs, according to officials enables it “to process large volumes of work in parallel rather than just sequentially.

	The CRADA and installment of the supercomputer started with an expressed interest from Huang to partner with the school and help make NPS one of the premier AI institutions in the world, and definitely the premier U.S. defense institution or school for AI.


Related: NVIDIA donates DGX GB300 supercomputer to US Navy`s Naval Postgraduate School
Our Take: We expect the next NPS Acquisition Research Symposium to operate at the next level armed with this supercomputer. 
Navy Awards Hyliion $41.7M for Megawatt-scale Energy Platform

BLUF: Hyliion Holdings secured a $41.7M cost-plus fixed fee contract from the Office of Naval Research (ONR) to design, develop, build, test, and deliver 2-megawatt and 3-megawatt KARNO power generation systems.
	While Hyliion initially introduced the KARNO platform for commercial and industrial energy applications, the Navy contract represents a move toward significantly larger power systems capable of supporting demanding military operations.

	Unlike conventional diesel generators that rely on reciprocating piston engines, the KARNO Power Module is based on a linear generator architecture that converts heat into electricity with fewer moving parts.

	Reliable electrical power has become increasingly important for modern military operations. Expeditionary bases, radar installations, communications facilities, ports, and logistics hubs all require dependable power generation, often in remote environments where access to conventional infrastructure is limited.

	The Navy contract suggests growing government interest in modular, fuel-flexible power technologies that can provide resilient electricity generation across a range of operational environments.


Raytheon Secures $1.8B Contract Extension for Navy SPY-6 Radars
BLUF: Raytheon was awarded a $1.8B contract extension for SPY-6 radars for the U.S. Navy, building on the initial hardware production and sustainment contract awarded in March 2022. The contract includes options which, if exercised, would bring the cumulative value to $3.3B.
	SPY-6 is now aboard two commissioned U.S. Navy ships and is installed on 11 others, all of which are undergoing various stages of testing. 

	Over the next decade, SPY-6 is expected to be deployed on more than 50 U.S. Navy ships, giving the fleet unmatched sensing capability and multi-mission readiness to stay ahead of evolving threats.

	Raytheon invested >$800M to modernize its radar manufacturing facilities and expand production capacity. They are positioned to double SPY-6 output by 2028, helping ensure long-term availability and lowering cost for the Navy.


Related: RTX’s Raytheon lands $1.8B deal for U.S. Navy’s SPY-6 radar family
Navy Targets 90% Fleet Readiness with Predictive Maintenance and Faster Repairs

BLUF: Air and Fathom5 are combining predictive maintenance with enterprise logistics software to help the Navy accelerate repairs.
	Air and Fathom5 have partnered to modernize how the U.S. Navy manages maintenance and repairs, combining enterprise logistics software with artificial intelligence to improve fleet readiness. 

	The collaboration aims to replace fragmented maintenance systems with a connected platform that helps sailors identify parts, predict equipment failures, and complete work orders even in communications-limited environments.

	The partnership follows Fathom5’s success in Phase III of the DIU’s NextMRO Prize Challenge, where the company demonstrated software that turned operational Navy maintenance data into applications designed for use by sailors. 

	Air and Fathom5 now plan to expand those capabilities across the Navy’s broader maintenance and procurement network.

	Fathom5 will integrate its AI-powered Condition-Based Maintenance technology with Air’s Enterprise Readiness platform, creating a system that connects maintenance planning, logistics, supply chains, and repair forecasting across multiple support levels.


Navy Warships to be Built by Partner Shipyards Under HII’s New Strategy
BLUF: U.S. shipbuilder HII has decided to change how it builds some Navy warships by moving part of the construction work to outside shipbuilding partners.
	HII will now use this distributed production model for the Navy’s San Antonio-class amphibious transport dock program, beginning with the future USS Philadelphia (LPD 32).

	The move marks the first time Ingalls has applied the model to its amphibious ship portfolio, extending an approach previously used on the company’s Arleigh Burke-class destroyer program.

	The strategy is intended to increase shipyard capacity, support faster production, and strengthen the wider U.S. maritime industrial base as demand for Navy vessels continues to grow.

	Under the initiative, eight structural units for USS Philadelphia have been assigned to two industry partners and have already entered early production. The modules will later be integrated into the ship at Ingalls’ Pascagoula, MS, shipyard.



B-21, Nuclear Deterrence, and the Risk of Legacy Defense Assumptions

Hannah Jude-Smith, Shane Praiswater and Brian Leitzke
BLUF: For the first time in its history, the U.S. must plan to deter and potentially fight two nuclear peer adversaries simultaneously. Russia’s persistent nuclear modernization and China’s accelerating strategic buildup together create a complex and fraught environment that existing policy assumptions have not confronted.
	Into this environment arrives the B-21 Raider and its associated family of systems, offer planners new tools for horizontal escalation, precision strikes across contested geographies, and the kind of flexible, survivable conventional dominance that previous bomber generations could not reliably provide. 

	And yet the institutional logic governing how the United States employs its bomber force may prevent the B-21 from being used to its full potential.

	The nuclear reserve requirement, an ingrained assumption that a meaningful portion of the bomber force must be held back for nuclear contingencies during a peer conflict, risks kneecapping one of the most capable conventional instruments in the American arsenal.

	The B-21 Raider, paired with the F-47 and other current and future joint and coalition forces, is specifically suited to countering adversaries that field antiaccess and area-denial capabilities.

	A careful reading of escalation theory, principally the ideas put forth by Thomas Schelling and Robert Powell, suggests that fully committing the B-21 to the conventional fight need not reduce deterrence. In fact, it may strengthen it.

	US Strategic Command retains ultimate control of the nuclear-capable bomber force, and history suggests that this control is accompanied by a persistent reluctance to fully commit bombers to the conventional fight.

	During the Korean War, Strategic Air Command commander General Curtis LeMay resisted deploying B-29s to the theater, arguing that doing so whittled away the nuclear deterrent force. The pattern repeated itself in Vietnam.

	But the B-21 is not simply another bomber; it is designed to lead the combined air forces in the most contested environments imaginable. Withholding the B-21 from that role in the name of nuclear reserve does not merely reduce conventional striking power; it risks undesired escalation in a large-scale conflict.

	In terms of future triad redundancy:
	Legacy bombers will still exist well into the B-21’s fielding and carry the new Long-Range Standoff weapon

	F-35s certified to carry the B61-12 gravity bomb provide a theater nuclear option that is credible against regional adversaries

	The submarine force already carries the W76-2, a deployed low-yield warhead, on the Trident D5. 

	The Navy is also developing a nuclear-armed sea-launched cruise missile, a low-yield option for Virginia-class submarines with an initial operational capability targeted for 2034. 

	The Ground-Based Strategic Deterrent, when fielded, will modernize the intercontinental ballistic missile leg of the triad entirely. 



	Taken together, the imminent future triad constitutes a flexible, tailored nuclear deterrent that provides options, increases credibility, and reduces the risk of escalation to nuclear use. The B-21 does not need to remain on the ramp to make that deterrent credible. If a conventional conflict starts, it needs to be in the fight.


Our Take:  We couldn’t agree more with this take (which is worth a full read).  We take it a step further and contend that the U.S. is squandering treasure on excessive nuclear investments that could be used on building up lacking conventional forces.  The fact that the U.S. has never taken action against N Korea despite its aggressive rhetoric or Libya (while it had nuclear weapons) despite those countries having the most bare bones nuclear program reaffirms our argument made here:  Going Nuclear on Nuclear
The calculus for nuclear deterrence is way overstated given the last 70 years of history that has demonstrated no country (even with aggressive, paranoid leaders like Vladimir Putin and Kim Jong Un) sees an incentive for deploying nuclear weapons.

AFLCMC Partners with Space Systems Command to Award Next-Gen MAVRC GPS Receiver Agreements
BLUF:  SSC on behalf of AFLCMC’s Electronic Systems Directorate, has awarded two agreements to BAE Systems and Trimble Military and Advanced Systems to support development of a next-generation Maritime and Aviation Receiver Card (MAVRC) military GPS user equipment receiver.
	These agreements will support requirements development, risk reduction studies, and documentation for a design concept review milestone. 

	The effort is the first phase in a two-part approach that will inform future prototyping, demonstrations, and integration and testing to produce a GPS M-code receiver for maritime and aviation platforms.

	MAVRC is designed to provide weapons system integrators with more resilient positioning, navigation, and timing capabilities in contested environments.4

	The system is expected to improve anti-jam and anti- spoof performance, reduce Size, Weight, and Power (SWaP) demands, and include Regional Military Protection (RMP).


Will The F-47 Have to Fly Initially with Inferior Engines?
BLUF:  With the Next Generation Adaptive Propulsion (NGAP) program not expected to be ready for integration onto an aircraft until 2030 and the F-47 expected to fly for the first time in 2028 raises the question of what engine will be used in the interim. 
	Both NGAP vendors (General Electric and Pratt & Whitney), announced they had completed assembly readiness reviews of their respective designs, known as the XA102 and XA103, in May.

	More specific details about the XA102 and XA103 continue to be limited, but both are known to be so-called adaptive cycle designs. 

	In very broad terms, jet engines of this kind can perform like a turbofan when optimal and more like a turbojet when needed.

	To provide additional context, GE has said in the past that the XA100 design it developed for AETP was around 25 percent more efficient than the F135.

	It is not entirely uncommon for new aircraft prototypes to use a different engine from the one planned for production examples. 

	As one example, Lockheed’s Cold War-era F-104 Starfighter was developed around the General Electric J79 turbojet, but that engine was not ready for the start of flight testing. 

	Early XF-104 prototypes used older and less powerful Wright J65 turbojets instead.

	Northrop Grumman originally planned to use Pratt & Whitney F401 turbofans on the F-14 Tomcat, but that engine program was cancelled. 

	Pratt & Whitney TF30 turbofans were used instead on early F-14As. However, problems and limitations surrounding those engines led to General Electric F110 turbofans being integrated onto later examples of the Tomcat.


Our Take: It seems likely that the Air Force will try to get the F-47 through its test points using the F-135 and maybe try to push test events related to propulsion until NGAP is available.  If production proceeds, then there will just be two different variants of the F-47 until all can be modified up the latest configuration.  In its favor, the F-47 is likely to struggle more with advanced mission system test points given the F-47 is not likely to be designed for dogfighting or missions that require providing close air support (where angle of attack and power can determine success or not) so the lack of an immediate XA102 or XA103 may not slow the testing much if at all.  Teh bigger issue will be if the XA102 and XA103 powerplant is significantly more powerful and that energy is needed to power the rest of the aircraft.  In that case, certain systems may be degraded if they can’t get the required power which could impact the mission effectiveness of the F-47.  We hope that’s not the case. 
Related Articles:
	F-47 Program Producing Test Aircraft, on Schedule for 2028 Flight

	Air Force eyes next-gen engine ‘integration’ by 2030


F-35 Engine Core Upgrade to Face Critical Review in August, Flight Testing in 2030
BLUF:  A major planned upgrade for the F-35 fighter’s engine is expected to reach a major milestone in August when it undergoes its critical design review.
	The critical design review is an important milestone in the progression of a major defense program to verify its design is stable, is likely to meet performance requirements, and is on track to meet its cost goals.

	After the ECU program’s design review is finished, it is scheduled to undergo ground testing in late 2027. Flight tests will start around 2030.

	GAO in a September 2025 report found that while the preliminary review validated ECU’s design met expectations, it found “major risks” such as a lack of integrated development and test schedules between the engine and the F-35, parts that were not arriving in time to support testing, and immature test plans.


Our Take:  Looks like 2030 is going to be a big year for Air Force propulsion.  In our experience, passing design reviews is only a small indicator of future success.  Only with delivery of a prototype for test do real indicators for production readiness reveal themselves.
Air Force Reveals Plans for VTOL Bomber Prototype

BLUF:  The Air Force has released plans to experiment with a prototype reusable, rocket-powered aircraft for high-speed, long-range strike missions.
	Although limited to a prototype program, the interest from Air Force Global Strike Command points toward a future bomber alternative that differs markedly from the stealthy, subsonic Northrop Grumman B-21 Raider.

	The prototype described in solicitation documents released in mid-July calls for a liquid-fueled, rocket-powered, vertical-takeoff-and-landing (VTOL) aircraft. 

	After launching vertically, or potentially on a steep diagonal trajectory, the aircraft would transition to horizontal flight and accelerate to high—likely supersonic or hypersonic—speed, perform a strike mission and then return to its launch base for a vertical landing.

	The concept requires the maturation of several technologies including advanced liquid rocket propulsion, autonomous flight control, thrust-vector control, aerodynamic control surfaces, cryogenic propellant management and high-temperature structural materials to demonstrate stable flight, controlled transition between flight regimes and reliable performance.

	The concept appears closely aligned with plans by New Frontier Aerospace, based in Kent, Washington. The startup announced a year ago it had signed an agreement with the Air Force Institute of Technology to collaborate on advancing an “innovative, rocket-powered hypersonic [VTOL] aircraft.”

	Over the longer term, New Frontier Aerospace aims to develop cargo aircraft capable of operating within the atmosphere and in space, including a scaled-up version with intercontinental range.


Related Articles
	Air Force Eyes a Vertical Takeoff Bomber for Indo-Pacific Operations

	US Air Force Reusable Hypersonic VTOL Bomber 


Air Force Must Fix Fleet Age, Size, Readiness Issues, Undersecretary Says
BLUF:  Air Force Undersecretary Matthew Lohmeier agrees with the Heritage Foundation’s report that gave the Air Force an overall score of “weak.” While the service’s capabilities are strong, the think tank rated its capacity as weak and its readiness as very weak.
	In the 25 years after the fall of the Berlin Wall, the Air Force reduced its overall end strength by nearly 40%.

	Ten aircraft types that first flew more than 50 years ago are still in service, with nearly half of the fleet having an average age of more than 40 years old.

	The Air Force has delegated ~85% of contracting authority down to its newly established portfolio acquisition executives.

	The Air Force has cut the time it takes to get its largest aircraft (focus on strategic airlift) through depot in half.

	The Air Force is aiming to increase its use of rapid acquisition authorities and award more multi-year contracts to provide industry a stable demand signal.

	In return, the service is seeking more affordable mass to increase its magazine depth without breaking the bank.


“If our partners can’t deliver what we need on budget and on time, we’re not going to do business with them and maintain that relationship. We are doing our very best to leverage this rare opportunity not to reform but transform the acquisition landscape.”
“The problem is not capability; it’s the rate of production and our ability to sustain the capability that we already have. We’re losing ground on aircraft age and fleet size and are forced to extend some aircraft to the very last year of their engineered lifespan — and in some cases, we aren’t.”

Our Take:  The Air Force has certainly made progress in some key areas.   Decreasing the time for depot induction is huge.  Investments in FAMM and CCA are a huge step forward, but we are disappointed that more novel approaches aren’t being pursued for solving logistics and refueling challenges (both of which are critical for ACE operations).  We do have big hopes for the Massed Modular Aircraft program being pursued in conjunction with DIU.
CCAs Will Be Optionally Attritable
BLUF:  The Air Force’s new CCA may fly scores of missions over many years or only a few if commanders decide a mission is worth the risk of losing one, a middle ground approach being called “optionally attritable.”
	The concept refinement process for the 2nd increment is expected to wrap up in about 10 months, after which the Air Force plans to whittle the number of potential vendors with workable designs to as many as six.


“We’ve actually never treated CCA as attritable.  We have treated CCA as optionally attritable. CCA will have a very long service life, if they need to, or they could be attritable if that’s what the operational commander needs to happen.” Brig Gen(s) Tim Helfrich

Related Articles
	First Anduril YFQ-44A rolls off production line for US CCA program

	Air Force could tap up to 6 vendors for second increment of CCA drone program

	Air Force plans downselect for second CCA batch next year


CCAs Head to Air Force’s Main Drone Base for Exercise
BLUF:  Both the YFQ-42A and YFQ-44A Collaborative Combat Aircraft headed to Creech Air Force Base, Nev. for an exercise focused on employing the semi-autonomous drones in more austere environments.
	It’s the latest example of the Air Force’s Experimental Operations Unit pushing hard to get CCAs into exercises where they can simulate operational environments.

	During the exercise, the CCAs “generated multiple sorties demonstrating reliability and extended range; integrated with manned platforms in the local airspace to project power across distributed battlefields; and simulated scenarios that will inform future requirements for the platform.


Related Articles
	First Anduril YFQ-44A rolls off production line for US CCA program

	US combat drones move closer to real-life missions with Air Force’s Nevada exercise

	Air Force tests Collaborative Combat Aircraft at Creech


Air Force to Begin Concept Refinement of MQ-9 Replacement by End of Year
BLUF:  The Air Force and the Defense Innovation Unit plan to start the concept refinement phase of its MQ-9A Reaper replacement effort during 1Q FY27.
	The Air Force wants to bring multiple companies into the next stage of the Massed Modular Aircraft (MMA) program.

	During that phase, both traditional and non-traditional vendors will conduct early analysis that will help the service shape its design, requirements and cost of the future unmanned aerial vehicle.

	On July 7, DIU issued a commercial solutions opening for the MMA effort that called for an inexpensive, long-range drone outfitted with a variety of payloads that could “execute missions that the MQ-9A performs today.”

	The notice stated that the Air Force wants to fly a full-scale MMA prototype within 21 months of awarding a contract, with plans to have 20 operational drones on stand-by by fiscal 2031.

	A key aspect of the MMA effort is the platform’s overall affordability and ability to be produced en masse.

	The MMA is expected to conduct a wide range of missions — including ISR and offensive strike — and could potentially fly solo or in a larger swarm formation.


Our Take:  The key to success here is to keep the requirements manageable so that this doesn’t become an exquisite platform that winds up competing with CCA (or even more expensive aircraft) for funding.  This should just be a truck that sensors can be swapped on (U-2 style) and a reasonable amount of specialized munitions can be employed for select missions.   If this thing ever has a radar or tries to drop JDAMs, that’s how we’ll know it’s going to fail or not last.
Air Force Moves to Purchase T-7 Engines, Not Boeing
BLUF:  The Air Force plans to buy the engines for its new T-7A trainer directly instead of having Boeing, the plane’s maker, provide engines as part of its contract.
	The change could carry costs, but gives the service more control over a critical component of the jets.

	LCMC released two “sources sought” notices for F404-103 engines in early July—one for the engines themselves, and a second for the engine’s technical data package, which is necessary for supporting acquisition and sustainment.

	The notice for the technical data package is distinct from engine procurement, the Air Force spokesperson said, explaining that the data package is needed “to stand up organic depot-level repair capabilities for long-term sustainment.”


“Boeing had apparently, at least according to the government, not included proper pass-through clauses in their deals with some suppliers to get the technical data the government believes it needs.” defense analyst J.J. Gertler

Our Take:  It is a little crazy that the Air Force didn’t pick up on this need (and shortfall) sooner than a year out from fielding.  Usually a Depot Source of Repair Determination is held early in a program’s lifecycle so that planning should have been underway years ago. 
Boeing Has Now Eaten $3B In Air Force One Cost Overruns
BLUF:  Boeing has taken a fresh $280M loss on work to deliver two newly converted and fully equipped VC-25B Air Force One presidential aircraft to the Air Force. 
	The company says the new cost growth reflects investments to help it keep on track to finally deliver the first of these planes in 2028. 

	The program remains years behind schedule, as well as over budget, with Boeing now having paid more than $3B out of pocket.

	The Air Force has been actively working to acquire the two VC-25Bs as one-for-one replacements for its aging VC-25A Air Force One aircraft since the late 2010s.

	The Air Force has infused some additional funding into the effort, as well. This includes a $15.5 million contract modification to support communications systems work in December 2025.


Other Air Force News:
	Air Force Eyes a Busy 2027 to Resolve KC-46 Vision System Issues

	Air Force expands $500M counter-drone shield with 24/7 multi-sensor threat tracking



USSPACECOM Releases Space Warfighting Environment 2040 as Framework to Ensure Future of Joint Force’s All-Domain Advantage
BLUF:  U.S. Space Command published The Space Warfighting Environment 2040 as a foundation for sustaining space superiority and enhancing Joint Force readiness and lethality as the operational domain continues to rapidly evolve and our competitors mobilize with intention.
	SWE 2040 complements the U.S. Space Force’s Future Operating Environment 2040 and Objective Force 2040 by defining the environment and the warfighter-centered operational framework for the broader Joint Force.

	By 2040, space will be more crowded, contested, and central to military operations, a reality that carries both risks and opportunities. 

	The document anticipates several factors that will define warfighting by 2040 and beyond, including:
	the vulnerability of fixed terrestrial space-enabling infrastructure

	proliferated dual-use spacecraft that absorb and regenerate under attack

	in-space servicing and maneuver that turn orbit into a dynamic network

	quantum developments that reshape trust, timing, and secure communication.




Our Take:  We will break this down in more detail in a separate post.
SpaceX Lands $1.6B Space Force Contract for Military Sensing Satellite Launches
BLUF: SpaceX has secured $1.6B in Space Force contracts to launch 18 Falcon 9 missions supporting the military’s Space Based Sensing and Targeting (SBST) portfolio through the end of 2027.
	The missions were awarded under two task orders through the National Security Space Launch (NSSL) Phase 3 Lane 1 program, which allows multiple commercial launch providers to compete for national security missions.

	The satellites will support the Space-Based Sensing and Targeting portfolio, which uses spacecraft to detect and track airborne threats while relaying near real-time information to U.S. military forces.

	Those capabilities are expected to support the Trump administration’s proposed Golden Dome missile defense initiative, which aims to build a layered missile defense network using space- and ground-based systems.


Related Articles: 
	Space Force to Launch 18 Comms and Targeting Missions by End of 2027 

	Space Force Awards Task Orders to Launch Space Based Sensing and Targeting Capabilities


Space Force Eyes Usable Airborne Target Tracking by 2028, More Capability to Follow
BLUF:  The Space Force expects its nascent airborne moving target indicator program will have a “usable capability” in the next few years even while more work is needed beyond that to refine the sensing, data processing, and orchestration needed to deliver a global targeting capability from space.
	The Space Force in April announced it had established an initial pool of vendors to compete for Space-Based AMTI contracts, and then in late May awarded SpaceX a $4.2B contract to begin building out the constellation.

	The service plans to start launching those satellites over the next 18 months and have an initial capability on orbit by 2028.

	The Air Force has long relied on ground-based radars and aircraft like the E-3 Sentry to track airborne targets like missiles, aircraft, and drones. 

	Now, it’s working with the Space Force and the National Reconnaissance Office to add satellites to the mix, an approach leaders expect will make the mission more resilient against adversaries’ anti-access/aerial-denial systems.

	That shift is no small feat and will require a complex architecture of sensors, ground processing, and radar systems.  To manage that complexity, the service is taking an iterative approach.

	The award to SpaceX is meant to kickstart development of the space layer with delivery of some of the early space sensing capability in the next six to 12 months.

	The SBST PAE is also working to mature the tasking, scheduling, and processing systems that will sift through data and deliver it to battle management systems. 

	That requires close coordination between software developers and battle managers across the military services who will use the data and incorporate it in their own workflows.


“Is it everything the joint force requires? I think that will probably extend beyond ‘28. But we are going to have capability they don’t have today. We’ll be able to do things that are high-value or value-added. We won’t be able to do them everywhere all the time.” 
“We’ll compete for different space sensors, different types of sensors. We’ll go buy and populate part of the space layer, and then we will do another competition and continue to build out the space layer and then add some complementary phenomenologies to it.”
Brig Gen Ryan Frazier

Space Force Awards Key Software Contract for Strategic SATCOM

BLUF:  The Space Force awarded a major deal July 27 as part of its competition to develop the core mission planning software that will manage its future fleet of nuclear command and control satellites.
	Space Systems Command announced a $287M award to Sphinx Defense to develop a mission planning prototype for the Evolved Strategic Satellite Communications program’s ground segment. 

	ESS will eventually take over the nuclear mission that’s performed today by the Space Force’s Advanced Extremely High Frequency satellite constellation. 

	The program is an important component of the Pentagon’s broader work to modernize the nuclear enterprise.

	The ESS ground segment, dubbed the Ground Resilient Integration Framework for Operational NC3 or GRIFFON, will manage the strategic communication satellites and the capability they provide once they’re on orbit.

	To do that, the service is utilizing a number of flexible acquisition tools, including the software acquisition pathway—which allows the military services to buy software more rapidly—and a novel competitive prototyping approach, which has companies building competing ground segment prototypes across four segments:
	Framework, which is focused on establishing a modular, open architecture that can host multiple mission applications and services

	Ground integration, which includes the internal and external ground interfaces like command and control terminals and space ground links

	System of systems integration, which integrates the space and ground cryptographic terminals

	Mission applications, which ranges from testing and training support to command and control and mission planning



	That iterative development strategy means that this latest mission application award builds on previous phases of competitive prototypes.


Our Take:  As previous advisors supporting this program, we are immensely satisfied to see this effort take off using novel acquisition approaches. 
Space Systems Command Revolutionizes Strategic SATCOM Development with Project Enigma
BLUF:  SSC is changing the game in strategic satellite communications with Project Enigma, an initiative that seamlessly connects contractor development environments to a government-hosted digital platform. 
	Designed to support the development of the Evolved Strategic Satellite Communications (ESS) system, Project Enigma fosters secure collaboration between government and industry partners.

	Project Enigma leverages model-based systems engineering tools to optimize development workﬂows, enhance system security, and automate model deployment at scale. 

	This Platform-as-a-Service enables Impact Level 6 (IL6) collaboration, ensuring the highest standards of cybersecurity and data protection.

	The Enigma platform represents a leap in how government and industry work together to innovate, streamline development, and deliver secure solutions for national security requirements. 

	With cyber-hardened architecture and tools designed to accelerate system integration, Enigma sets a new benchmark for collaborative capability.

	Project Enigma is championing ESS digital engineering development by addressing challenges in secure collaboration. 

	With uniﬁed access to critical platforms, stakeholders can co-develop solutions, share insights, and innovate while maintaining strict security controls and compliance at the highest classiﬁcation level.


ORBES Unveils Exo-ORB Maintenance Spacecraft

BLUF:  ORBES, a California startup building robotic spacecraft for in-orbit servicing missions, unveiled its first inspection satellite today—called Exo-ORB.
	The robotic spacecraft is one of two models ORBES is building.

	ORB is a free-flying robot designed to fly inside pressurized space stations, replacing or flying alongside astronauts to perform tasks like inventory management.

	Exo-ORB is the external alternative, designed to fly 10 m to 20 m away from its host spacecraft to perform up-close inspection on-orbit with a high-res camera. 

	Later iterations of Exo-ORB will come equipped with robotic arms to perform in-space maintenance tasks, such as repairs and component replacements.


Space Force Awards All Points $250M to Expand Satellite Processing at Vandenberg
BLUF: Space Force awarded All Points Logistics a $250M contract to expand satellite processing capacity at Vandenberg Space Force Base, California.
	The award calls for additional spacecraft processing capacity — facilities where satellites are prepared for launch — to be available at Vandenberg by 2029.

	All Points is the third company to receive a contract under a Commercial Solutions Opening, or CSO, initiative to expand satellite processing capacity. 

	The award is more than three times the size of the previous two contracts, making it the largest issued so far under the program.
	$77.5M contract issued to Astrotech Space Operations in April 2025 to expand processing capacity at Vandenberg.

	$78.25M award to Blue Origin in October 2025 for additional capacity at Cape Canaveral.



	The Space Force is investing in additional capacity as the Pentagon prepares to launch more missile-warning, communications, navigation and intel satellites.

	Satellite processing operations can require specialized clean rooms, high bays, hazardous-fueling areas, security systems and equipment for handling sensitive spacecraft. 

	Limited access to such facilities can delay missions even when rockets and launch pads are available.


Meeting the Navy’s Demand for 3D Printing

Michael Johnston
BLUF: The fleet of the future will not be built on the industrial base of the past. Industry, with support from the Navy, must adopt new methods of advanced manufacturing to accelerate new builds, clear maintenance backlogs, and claw back from a long period of decline.
	3D printing is key to the shipbuilding revival. Where additive manufacturing (AM) has been used by the Navy, production and component lead times have been reduced dramatically, in some cases by up to 75%. 

	In 2025 alone, the Navy reportedly eliminated more than 1,400 cumulative days of delay by applying additive manufacturing to specific programs. 

	As CNO ADM Daryl Caudle described it, “That is not a science project. That is combat credibility gained back from the jaws of inefficiency.”

	Today, only a small number of additively manufactured parts are approved by the Navy as interchangeable with traditionally manufactured parts.

	The Navy has shown it can fast-track approvals for new manufacturing processes. NAVSEA approved 182 additively manufactured parts for use in ships and submarines last year, with more than 600 additional components undergoing engineering review.

	NAVSEA 05 released four military standards for material process combinations covering stainless steel, titanium, and copper-nickel with an additional six materials standards slated for approval in the future.

	For industry to realize the benefits of additive manufacturing, it needs the Navy’s immediate support in establishing clear requirements and specifications for parts interchangeability and source approval.


U.S. Tests More Than 35 Autonomous Systems for Future Indo-Pacific Naval Warfare

BLUF: RIMPAC 2026 launched more than 35 experiments that embed unmanned systems and emerging technologies into multinational naval operations around Hawaii. The trials will help determine how autonomous capabilities could strengthen future U.S. and allied maritime operations across the Indo-Pacific.
	RIMPAC 2026 integrates autonomous systems into realistic fleet operations involving allied warships, aircraft and submarines. 

	The experiments combine persistent ISR, aerial threat detection, shipboard additive manufacturing, autonomous logistics and undersea warfare to assess whether these technologies can support distributed maritime operations while remaining fully interoperable with conventional naval forces and coalition command networks.

	The exercise brings together 30 nations, more than 30,000 personnel, 31 surface ships, five submarines, and over 190 aircraft. Participants conduct more than 500 maritime events and 2,400 sorties while addressing over 5,000 scenario-based tactical problems. 

	This density requires experimental systems to share operating space, comms and procedures with crewed platforms rather than operate as separate demos. 

	It also exposes constraints related to multinational coordination, data circulation, and the maintenance of logistical support across an extended area.

	For U.S. strategy in the Pacific, RIMPAC 2026 tests an architecture based on dispersing capabilities rather than concentrating them around a small number of major warships. 

	Surface and underwater drones increase surveillance persistence, while additive manufacturing and autonomous delivery reduce dependence on long and exposed logistics chains. 

	Integration with allied sensors, missiles, and command staffs turns each partner into a potential node for support or engagement. 

	In a theater defined by distance, threats to fixed bases and contested communications, the intended advantage depends as much on the resilience of the multinational network as on weapon range.


Northrop Grumman Scores $1.2B Navy Deal for Three E-2D Hawkeye Block II Aircraft

BLUF: Navy has awarded Northrop Grumman Systems a contract valued at up to $1.2B for the production, delivery and associated support of three E-2D Advanced Hawkeye (AHE) Block II airborne early warning and command and control aircraft.
	The undefinitized, cost no-fee contract was awarded to Northrop Grumman’s Aerospace Systems business in Melbourne, FL, and covers the next phase of E-2D production for the Navy. Work is expected to be completed by December 2031.

	The aircraft features an advanced radar system that delivers a two-generation improvement in detection and tracking capability, along with upgraded aircraft systems designed to improve reliability, supportability and operational readiness.

	Its enhanced capabilities in littoral environments and over land allow carrier strike groups and joint forces to maintain situational awareness across complex operating environments.


Other Navy News:
	OMB Wants Battleship, Aircraft Carrier Funding Anomalies in Latest Continuing Resolution Proposal

	New Navy PAE Maritime Shipbuilding Office Reaches IOC

	Navy Directed by Congress to Overhaul Torpedo Inventories for Two-War Strategy



Marine Corps Welcomes Delivery of Final MV-22B Osprey

BLUF: With the acceptance of the 359th and final tiltrotor aircraft, the Marine Corps marked the end of the MV-22B Osprey program of record, a milestone that will now shift efforts towards sustaining and modernizing the fleet for decades to come.
	Though the Navy and Air Force also use variants of the Osprey, the Marine Corps maintains the majority of the fleet.

	The Corps intends to keep the Osprey operational through 2055 with efforts that include improving wiring, working towards pro-rotor gear boxes, standardizing the fleet and redesigning parts of the aircraft for better safety.


“The MV-22B ... fundamentally changed the way the Marine Air-Ground Task Force generates combat power. It provides commanders with decision space that only speed and reach can provide, connecting ships, bases and distributed forces in ways previous generations could only imagine. Today, Marine commanders build operations around the assumption that the MV-22B will be there.”  Lt. Gen. William Swan, Marine Corps’ Deputy Commandant for Aviation

Marine Corps 1st Maintenance Battalion Selects Tagup’s Manifest Platform to Advance Maintenance Decision-Making
BLUF: Tagup, a defense tech company delivering logistics decision advantage with next-generation AI, today announced a contract with the U.S. Marine Corps 1st Maintenance Battalion. 
	The battalion has selected Tagup's Manifest platform to bring AI-powered decision intelligence to Secondary Repairable Item (SECREP) maintenance, helping maintainers make more informed repair decisions that improve equipment availability and optimize limited maintenance resources.

	Tagup will deploy its AI-powered Manifest platform to help Marines evaluate tradeoffs with data-driven decision support. 

	Using historical maintenance, repair, and supply data, Manifest simulates multiple repair courses of action, forecasts future demand, predicts turnaround times and repair costs, and recommends the repair strategy that best balances readiness, equipment availability, maintenance capacity, and mission requirements.


Marine Commandos Aim to Automate Armories with Computer Vision, Other Tech

BLUF: Marine Forces Special Operations Command (MARSOC) is on the hunt for high-tech capabilities that could streamline its armory operations.
	MARSOC is teaming up with the SOFWERX innovation hub on a new automated armory initiative to bring together members of industry and other solution providers to help the command pursue commercially available technologies and other tools that could support digitization.

	MARSOC armories maintain thousands of serialized weapons, optics, lasers, night vision devices, communications equipment, and other controlled assets that routinely transfer custody among operators, maintenance activities, and storage locations. 

	Current accountability processes rely heavily on manual inventories, handwritten forms, repetitive data entry, and multiple independent records. These processes are labor intensive, susceptible to human error, and consume significant man-hours while increasing accountability risk.

	The command wants to collaborate with innovative companies to design a secure, zero-signature automated armory that relies exclusively on optical recognition and computer vision, and develop a passive, image-based inventory system where weapons, gear, and serial numbers are automatically tracked, verified, and logged simply by taking a digital photo or scanning an optical image as items enter or exit the facility.



B-21, Nuclear Deterrence, and the Risk of Legacy Defense Assumptions

Hannah Jude-Smith, Shane Praiswater and Brian Leitzke
BLUF: For the first time in its history, the U.S. must plan to deter and potentially fight two nuclear peer adversaries simultaneously. Russia’s persistent nuclear modernization and China’s accelerating strategic buildup together create a complex and fraught environment that existing policy assumptions have not confronted.
	Into this environment arrives the B-21 Raider and its associated family of systems, offer planners new tools for horizontal escalation, precision strikes across contested geographies, and the kind of flexible, survivable conventional dominance that previous bomber generations could not reliably provide. 

	And yet the institutional logic governing how the United States employs its bomber force may prevent the B-21 from being used to its full potential.

	The nuclear reserve requirement, an ingrained assumption that a meaningful portion of the bomber force must be held back for nuclear contingencies during a peer conflict, risks kneecapping one of the most capable conventional instruments in the American arsenal.

	The B-21 Raider, paired with the F-47 and other current and future joint and coalition forces, is specifically suited to countering adversaries that field antiaccess and area-denial capabilities.

	A careful reading of escalation theory, principally the ideas put forth by Thomas Schelling and Robert Powell, suggests that fully committing the B-21 to the conventional fight need not reduce deterrence. In fact, it may strengthen it.

	US Strategic Command retains ultimate control of the nuclear-capable bomber force, and history suggests that this control is accompanied by a persistent reluctance to fully commit bombers to the conventional fight.

	During the Korean War, Strategic Air Command commander General Curtis LeMay resisted deploying B-29s to the theater, arguing that doing so whittled away the nuclear deterrent force. The pattern repeated itself in Vietnam.

	But the B-21 is not simply another bomber; it is designed to lead the combined air forces in the most contested environments imaginable. Withholding the B-21 from that role in the name of nuclear reserve does not merely reduce conventional striking power; it risks undesired escalation in a large-scale conflict.

	In terms of future triad redundancy:
	Legacy bombers will still exist well into the B-21’s fielding and carry the new Long-Range Standoff weapon

	F-35s certified to carry the B61-12 gravity bomb provide a theater nuclear option that is credible against regional adversaries

	The submarine force already carries the W76-2, a deployed low-yield warhead, on the Trident D5. 

	The Navy is also developing a nuclear-armed sea-launched cruise missile, a low-yield option for Virginia-class submarines with an initial operational capability targeted for 2034. 

	The Ground-Based Strategic Deterrent, when fielded, will modernize the intercontinental ballistic missile leg of the triad entirely. 



	Taken together, the imminent future triad constitutes a flexible, tailored nuclear deterrent that provides options, increases credibility, and reduces the risk of escalation to nuclear use. The B-21 does not need to remain on the ramp to make that deterrent credible. If a conventional conflict starts, it needs to be in the fight.


Our Take:  We couldn’t agree more with this take (which is worth a full read).  We take it a step further and contend that the U.S. is squandering treasure on excessive nuclear investments that could be used on building up lacking conventional forces.  The fact that the U.S. has never taken action against N Korea despite its aggressive rhetoric or Libya (while it had nuclear weapons) despite those countries having the most bare bones nuclear program reaffirms our argument made here:  Going Nuclear on Nuclear
The calculus for nuclear deterrence is way overstated given the last 70 years of history that has demonstrated no country (even with aggressive, paranoid leaders like Vladimir Putin and Kim Jong Un) sees an incentive for deploying nuclear weapons.

AFLCMC Partners with Space Systems Command to Award Next-Gen MAVRC GPS Receiver Agreements
BLUF:  SSC on behalf of AFLCMC’s Electronic Systems Directorate, has awarded two agreements to BAE Systems and Trimble Military and Advanced Systems to support development of a next-generation Maritime and Aviation Receiver Card (MAVRC) military GPS user equipment receiver.
	These agreements will support requirements development, risk reduction studies, and documentation for a design concept review milestone. 

	The effort is the first phase in a two-part approach that will inform future prototyping, demonstrations, and integration and testing to produce a GPS M-code receiver for maritime and aviation platforms.

	MAVRC is designed to provide weapons system integrators with more resilient positioning, navigation, and timing capabilities in contested environments.4

	The system is expected to improve anti-jam and anti- spoof performance, reduce Size, Weight, and Power (SWaP) demands, and include Regional Military Protection (RMP).


Will The F-47 Have to Fly Initially with Inferior Engines?
BLUF:  With the Next Generation Adaptive Propulsion (NGAP) program not expected to be ready for integration onto an aircraft until 2030 and the F-47 expected to fly for the first time in 2028 raises the question of what engine will be used in the interim. 
	Both NGAP vendors (General Electric and Pratt & Whitney), announced they had completed assembly readiness reviews of their respective designs, known as the XA102 and XA103, in May.

	More specific details about the XA102 and XA103 continue to be limited, but both are known to be so-called adaptive cycle designs. 

	In very broad terms, jet engines of this kind can perform like a turbofan when optimal and more like a turbojet when needed.

	To provide additional context, GE has said in the past that the XA100 design it developed for AETP was around 25 percent more efficient than the F135.

	It is not entirely uncommon for new aircraft prototypes to use a different engine from the one planned for production examples. 

	As one example, Lockheed’s Cold War-era F-104 Starfighter was developed around the General Electric J79 turbojet, but that engine was not ready for the start of flight testing. 

	Early XF-104 prototypes used older and less powerful Wright J65 turbojets instead.

	Northrop Grumman originally planned to use Pratt & Whitney F401 turbofans on the F-14 Tomcat, but that engine program was cancelled. 

	Pratt & Whitney TF30 turbofans were used instead on early F-14As. However, problems and limitations surrounding those engines led to General Electric F110 turbofans being integrated onto later examples of the Tomcat.


Our Take: It seems likely that the Air Force will try to get the F-47 through its test points using the F-135 and maybe try to push test events related to propulsion until NGAP is available.  If production proceeds, then there will just be two different variants of the F-47 until all can be modified up the latest configuration.  In its favor, the F-47 is likely to struggle more with advanced mission system test points given the F-47 is not likely to be designed for dogfighting or missions that require providing close air support (where angle of attack and power can determine success or not) so the lack of an immediate XA102 or XA103 may not slow the testing much if at all.  Teh bigger issue will be if the XA102 and XA103 powerplant is significantly more powerful and that energy is needed to power the rest of the aircraft.  In that case, certain systems may be degraded if they can’t get the required power which could impact the mission effectiveness of the F-47.  We hope that’s not the case. 
Related Articles:
	F-47 Program Producing Test Aircraft, on Schedule for 2028 Flight

	Air Force eyes next-gen engine ‘integration’ by 2030


F-35 Engine Core Upgrade to Face Critical Review in August, Flight Testing in 2030
BLUF:  A major planned upgrade for the F-35 fighter’s engine is expected to reach a major milestone in August when it undergoes its critical design review.
	The critical design review is an important milestone in the progression of a major defense program to verify its design is stable, is likely to meet performance requirements, and is on track to meet its cost goals.

	After the ECU program’s design review is finished, it is scheduled to undergo ground testing in late 2027. Flight tests will start around 2030.

	GAO in a September 2025 report found that while the preliminary review validated ECU’s design met expectations, it found “major risks” such as a lack of integrated development and test schedules between the engine and the F-35, parts that were not arriving in time to support testing, and immature test plans.


Our Take:  Looks like 2030 is going to be a big year for Air Force propulsion.  In our experience, passing design reviews is only a small indicator of future success.  Only with delivery of a prototype for test do real indicators for production readiness reveal themselves.
Air Force Reveals Plans for VTOL Bomber Prototype

BLUF:  The Air Force has released plans to experiment with a prototype reusable, rocket-powered aircraft for high-speed, long-range strike missions.
	Although limited to a prototype program, the interest from Air Force Global Strike Command points toward a future bomber alternative that differs markedly from the stealthy, subsonic Northrop Grumman B-21 Raider.

	The prototype described in solicitation documents released in mid-July calls for a liquid-fueled, rocket-powered, vertical-takeoff-and-landing (VTOL) aircraft. 

	After launching vertically, or potentially on a steep diagonal trajectory, the aircraft would transition to horizontal flight and accelerate to high—likely supersonic or hypersonic—speed, perform a strike mission and then return to its launch base for a vertical landing.

	The concept requires the maturation of several technologies including advanced liquid rocket propulsion, autonomous flight control, thrust-vector control, aerodynamic control surfaces, cryogenic propellant management and high-temperature structural materials to demonstrate stable flight, controlled transition between flight regimes and reliable performance.

	The concept appears closely aligned with plans by New Frontier Aerospace, based in Kent, Washington. The startup announced a year ago it had signed an agreement with the Air Force Institute of Technology to collaborate on advancing an “innovative, rocket-powered hypersonic [VTOL] aircraft.”

	Over the longer term, New Frontier Aerospace aims to develop cargo aircraft capable of operating within the atmosphere and in space, including a scaled-up version with intercontinental range.


Related Articles
	Air Force Eyes a Vertical Takeoff Bomber for Indo-Pacific Operations

	US Air Force Reusable Hypersonic VTOL Bomber 


Air Force Must Fix Fleet Age, Size, Readiness Issues, Undersecretary Says
BLUF:  Air Force Undersecretary Matthew Lohmeier agrees with the Heritage Foundation’s report that gave the Air Force an overall score of “weak.” While the service’s capabilities are strong, the think tank rated its capacity as weak and its readiness as very weak.
	In the 25 years after the fall of the Berlin Wall, the Air Force reduced its overall end strength by nearly 40%.

	Ten aircraft types that first flew more than 50 years ago are still in service, with nearly half of the fleet having an average age of more than 40 years old.

	The Air Force has delegated ~85% of contracting authority down to its newly established portfolio acquisition executives.

	The Air Force has cut the time it takes to get its largest aircraft (focus on strategic airlift) through depot in half.

	The Air Force is aiming to increase its use of rapid acquisition authorities and award more multi-year contracts to provide industry a stable demand signal.

	In return, the service is seeking more affordable mass to increase its magazine depth without breaking the bank.


“If our partners can’t deliver what we need on budget and on time, we’re not going to do business with them and maintain that relationship. We are doing our very best to leverage this rare opportunity not to reform but transform the acquisition landscape.”
“The problem is not capability; it’s the rate of production and our ability to sustain the capability that we already have. We’re losing ground on aircraft age and fleet size and are forced to extend some aircraft to the very last year of their engineered lifespan — and in some cases, we aren’t.”

Our Take:  The Air Force has certainly made progress in some key areas.   Decreasing the time for depot induction is huge.  Investments in FAMM and CCA are a huge step forward, but we are disappointed that more novel approaches aren’t being pursued for solving logistics and refueling challenges (both of which are critical for ACE operations).  We do have big hopes for the Massed Modular Aircraft program being pursued in conjunction with DIU.
CCAs Will Be Optionally Attritable
BLUF:  The Air Force’s new CCA may fly scores of missions over many years or only a few if commanders decide a mission is worth the risk of losing one, a middle ground approach being called “optionally attritable.”
	The concept refinement process for the 2nd increment is expected to wrap up in about 10 months, after which the Air Force plans to whittle the number of potential vendors with workable designs to as many as six.


“We’ve actually never treated CCA as attritable.  We have treated CCA as optionally attritable. CCA will have a very long service life, if they need to, or they could be attritable if that’s what the operational commander needs to happen.” Brig Gen(s) Tim Helfrich

Related Articles
	First Anduril YFQ-44A rolls off production line for US CCA program

	Air Force could tap up to 6 vendors for second increment of CCA drone program

	Air Force plans downselect for second CCA batch next year


CCAs Head to Air Force’s Main Drone Base for Exercise
BLUF:  Both the YFQ-42A and YFQ-44A Collaborative Combat Aircraft headed to Creech Air Force Base, Nev. for an exercise focused on employing the semi-autonomous drones in more austere environments.
	It’s the latest example of the Air Force’s Experimental Operations Unit pushing hard to get CCAs into exercises where they can simulate operational environments.

	During the exercise, the CCAs “generated multiple sorties demonstrating reliability and extended range; integrated with manned platforms in the local airspace to project power across distributed battlefields; and simulated scenarios that will inform future requirements for the platform.


Related Articles
	First Anduril YFQ-44A rolls off production line for US CCA program

	US combat drones move closer to real-life missions with Air Force’s Nevada exercise

	Air Force tests Collaborative Combat Aircraft at Creech


Air Force to Begin Concept Refinement of MQ-9 Replacement by End of Year
BLUF:  The Air Force and the Defense Innovation Unit plan to start the concept refinement phase of its MQ-9A Reaper replacement effort during 1Q FY27.
	The Air Force wants to bring multiple companies into the next stage of the Massed Modular Aircraft (MMA) program.

	During that phase, both traditional and non-traditional vendors will conduct early analysis that will help the service shape its design, requirements and cost of the future unmanned aerial vehicle.

	On July 7, DIU issued a commercial solutions opening for the MMA effort that called for an inexpensive, long-range drone outfitted with a variety of payloads that could “execute missions that the MQ-9A performs today.”

	The notice stated that the Air Force wants to fly a full-scale MMA prototype within 21 months of awarding a contract, with plans to have 20 operational drones on stand-by by fiscal 2031.

	A key aspect of the MMA effort is the platform’s overall affordability and ability to be produced en masse.

	The MMA is expected to conduct a wide range of missions — including ISR and offensive strike — and could potentially fly solo or in a larger swarm formation.


Our Take:  The key to success here is to keep the requirements manageable so that this doesn’t become an exquisite platform that winds up competing with CCA (or even more expensive aircraft) for funding.  This should just be a truck that sensors can be swapped on (U-2 style) and a reasonable amount of specialized munitions can be employed for select missions.   If this thing ever has a radar or tries to drop JDAMs, that’s how we’ll know it’s going to fail or not last.
Air Force Moves to Purchase T-7 Engines, Not Boeing
BLUF:  The Air Force plans to buy the engines for its new T-7A trainer directly instead of having Boeing, the plane’s maker, provide engines as part of its contract.
	The change could carry costs, but gives the service more control over a critical component of the jets.

	LCMC released two “sources sought” notices for F404-103 engines in early July—one for the engines themselves, and a second for the engine’s technical data package, which is necessary for supporting acquisition and sustainment.

	The notice for the technical data package is distinct from engine procurement, the Air Force spokesperson said, explaining that the data package is needed “to stand up organic depot-level repair capabilities for long-term sustainment.”


“Boeing had apparently, at least according to the government, not included proper pass-through clauses in their deals with some suppliers to get the technical data the government believes it needs.” defense analyst J.J. Gertler

Our Take:  It is a little crazy that the Air Force didn’t pick up on this need (and shortfall) sooner than a year out from fielding.  Usually a Depot Source of Repair Determination is held early in a program’s lifecycle so that planning should have been underway years ago. 
Boeing Has Now Eaten $3B In Air Force One Cost Overruns
BLUF:  Boeing has taken a fresh $280M loss on work to deliver two newly converted and fully equipped VC-25B Air Force One presidential aircraft to the Air Force. 
	The company says the new cost growth reflects investments to help it keep on track to finally deliver the first of these planes in 2028. 

	The program remains years behind schedule, as well as over budget, with Boeing now having paid more than $3B out of pocket.

	The Air Force has been actively working to acquire the two VC-25Bs as one-for-one replacements for its aging VC-25A Air Force One aircraft since the late 2010s.

	The Air Force has infused some additional funding into the effort, as well. This includes a $15.5 million contract modification to support communications systems work in December 2025.


Other Air Force News:
	Air Force Eyes a Busy 2027 to Resolve KC-46 Vision System Issues

	Air Force expands $500M counter-drone shield with 24/7 multi-sensor threat tracking



USSPACECOM Releases Space Warfighting Environment 2040 as Framework to Ensure Future of Joint Force’s All-Domain Advantage
BLUF:  U.S. Space Command published The Space Warfighting Environment 2040 as a foundation for sustaining space superiority and enhancing Joint Force readiness and lethality as the operational domain continues to rapidly evolve and our competitors mobilize with intention.
	SWE 2040 complements the U.S. Space Force’s Future Operating Environment 2040 and Objective Force 2040 by defining the environment and the warfighter-centered operational framework for the broader Joint Force.

	By 2040, space will be more crowded, contested, and central to military operations, a reality that carries both risks and opportunities. 

	The document anticipates several factors that will define warfighting by 2040 and beyond, including:
	the vulnerability of fixed terrestrial space-enabling infrastructure

	proliferated dual-use spacecraft that absorb and regenerate under attack

	in-space servicing and maneuver that turn orbit into a dynamic network

	quantum developments that reshape trust, timing, and secure communication.




Our Take:  We will break this down in more detail in a separate post.
SpaceX Lands $1.6B Space Force Contract for Military Sensing Satellite Launches
BLUF: SpaceX has secured $1.6B in Space Force contracts to launch 18 Falcon 9 missions supporting the military’s Space Based Sensing and Targeting (SBST) portfolio through the end of 2027.
	The missions were awarded under two task orders through the National Security Space Launch (NSSL) Phase 3 Lane 1 program, which allows multiple commercial launch providers to compete for national security missions.

	The satellites will support the Space-Based Sensing and Targeting portfolio, which uses spacecraft to detect and track airborne threats while relaying near real-time information to U.S. military forces.

	Those capabilities are expected to support the Trump administration’s proposed Golden Dome missile defense initiative, which aims to build a layered missile defense network using space- and ground-based systems.


Related Articles: 
	Space Force to Launch 18 Comms and Targeting Missions by End of 2027 

	Space Force Awards Task Orders to Launch Space Based Sensing and Targeting Capabilities


Space Force Eyes Usable Airborne Target Tracking by 2028, More Capability to Follow
BLUF:  The Space Force expects its nascent airborne moving target indicator program will have a “usable capability” in the next few years even while more work is needed beyond that to refine the sensing, data processing, and orchestration needed to deliver a global targeting capability from space.
	The Space Force in April announced it had established an initial pool of vendors to compete for Space-Based AMTI contracts, and then in late May awarded SpaceX a $4.2B contract to begin building out the constellation.

	The service plans to start launching those satellites over the next 18 months and have an initial capability on orbit by 2028.

	The Air Force has long relied on ground-based radars and aircraft like the E-3 Sentry to track airborne targets like missiles, aircraft, and drones. 

	Now, it’s working with the Space Force and the National Reconnaissance Office to add satellites to the mix, an approach leaders expect will make the mission more resilient against adversaries’ anti-access/aerial-denial systems.

	That shift is no small feat and will require a complex architecture of sensors, ground processing, and radar systems.  To manage that complexity, the service is taking an iterative approach.

	The award to SpaceX is meant to kickstart development of the space layer with delivery of some of the early space sensing capability in the next six to 12 months.

	The SBST PAE is also working to mature the tasking, scheduling, and processing systems that will sift through data and deliver it to battle management systems. 

	That requires close coordination between software developers and battle managers across the military services who will use the data and incorporate it in their own workflows.


“Is it everything the joint force requires? I think that will probably extend beyond ‘28. But we are going to have capability they don’t have today. We’ll be able to do things that are high-value or value-added. We won’t be able to do them everywhere all the time.” 
“We’ll compete for different space sensors, different types of sensors. We’ll go buy and populate part of the space layer, and then we will do another competition and continue to build out the space layer and then add some complementary phenomenologies to it.”
Brig Gen Ryan Frazier

Space Force Awards Key Software Contract for Strategic SATCOM

BLUF:  The Space Force awarded a major deal July 27 as part of its competition to develop the core mission planning software that will manage its future fleet of nuclear command and control satellites.
	Space Systems Command announced a $287M award to Sphinx Defense to develop a mission planning prototype for the Evolved Strategic Satellite Communications program’s ground segment. 

	ESS will eventually take over the nuclear mission that’s performed today by the Space Force’s Advanced Extremely High Frequency satellite constellation. 

	The program is an important component of the Pentagon’s broader work to modernize the nuclear enterprise.

	The ESS ground segment, dubbed the Ground Resilient Integration Framework for Operational NC3 or GRIFFON, will manage the strategic communication satellites and the capability they provide once they’re on orbit.

	To do that, the service is utilizing a number of flexible acquisition tools, including the software acquisition pathway—which allows the military services to buy software more rapidly—and a novel competitive prototyping approach, which has companies building competing ground segment prototypes across four segments:
	Framework, which is focused on establishing a modular, open architecture that can host multiple mission applications and services

	Ground integration, which includes the internal and external ground interfaces like command and control terminals and space ground links

	System of systems integration, which integrates the space and ground cryptographic terminals

	Mission applications, which ranges from testing and training support to command and control and mission planning



	That iterative development strategy means that this latest mission application award builds on previous phases of competitive prototypes.


Our Take:  As previous advisors supporting this program, we are immensely satisfied to see this effort take off using novel acquisition approaches. 
Space Systems Command Revolutionizes Strategic SATCOM Development with Project Enigma
BLUF:  SSC is changing the game in strategic satellite communications with Project Enigma, an initiative that seamlessly connects contractor development environments to a government-hosted digital platform. 
	Designed to support the development of the Evolved Strategic Satellite Communications (ESS) system, Project Enigma fosters secure collaboration between government and industry partners.

	Project Enigma leverages model-based systems engineering tools to optimize development workﬂows, enhance system security, and automate model deployment at scale. 

	This Platform-as-a-Service enables Impact Level 6 (IL6) collaboration, ensuring the highest standards of cybersecurity and data protection.

	The Enigma platform represents a leap in how government and industry work together to innovate, streamline development, and deliver secure solutions for national security requirements. 

	With cyber-hardened architecture and tools designed to accelerate system integration, Enigma sets a new benchmark for collaborative capability.

	Project Enigma is championing ESS digital engineering development by addressing challenges in secure collaboration. 

	With uniﬁed access to critical platforms, stakeholders can co-develop solutions, share insights, and innovate while maintaining strict security controls and compliance at the highest classiﬁcation level.


ORBES Unveils Exo-ORB Maintenance Spacecraft

BLUF:  ORBES, a California startup building robotic spacecraft for in-orbit servicing missions, unveiled its first inspection satellite today—called Exo-ORB.
	The robotic spacecraft is one of two models ORBES is building.

	ORB is a free-flying robot designed to fly inside pressurized space stations, replacing or flying alongside astronauts to perform tasks like inventory management.

	Exo-ORB is the external alternative, designed to fly 10 m to 20 m away from its host spacecraft to perform up-close inspection on-orbit with a high-res camera. 

	Later iterations of Exo-ORB will come equipped with robotic arms to perform in-space maintenance tasks, such as repairs and component replacements.


Space Force Awards All Points $250M to Expand Satellite Processing at Vandenberg
BLUF: Space Force awarded All Points Logistics a $250M contract to expand satellite processing capacity at Vandenberg Space Force Base, California.
	The award calls for additional spacecraft processing capacity — facilities where satellites are prepared for launch — to be available at Vandenberg by 2029.

	All Points is the third company to receive a contract under a Commercial Solutions Opening, or CSO, initiative to expand satellite processing capacity. 

	The award is more than three times the size of the previous two contracts, making it the largest issued so far under the program.
	$77.5M contract issued to Astrotech Space Operations in April 2025 to expand processing capacity at Vandenberg.

	$78.25M award to Blue Origin in October 2025 for additional capacity at Cape Canaveral.



	The Space Force is investing in additional capacity as the Pentagon prepares to launch more missile-warning, communications, navigation and intel satellites.

	Satellite processing operations can require specialized clean rooms, high bays, hazardous-fueling areas, security systems and equipment for handling sensitive spacecraft. 

	Limited access to such facilities can delay missions even when rockets and launch pads are available.


SpaceWERX Future Series: Adaptive and Intelligent Space Challenge
BLUF: Space Force S9C and SpaceWERX selected 29 solutions for awards and advancement to the next phase of the Adaptive and Intelligent Space (AIS) Challenge.
In April 2026, innovators from small businesses and research institutions were invited to submit solutions addressing some of the most complex challenges facing future space operations. Those advancing include: 
Advanced Space | Aethero Space | Array Labs | Citra Space | EO Solutions | Ephemeris Net | EraDrive | Force AI | Fortastra | In Orbit Aerospace | KELLAR | Kinnami Software | Mithril Technologies | Neuron Dynamics | O-Astra ISR | Orbital Operations | OWL Integrations | PiLogic | Picogrid | R-DEX Systems | Raptor Dynamix | Seekr Technologies | SOPHIA SPACE | Space Kinetic | Starcloud | Synthetaic | ThinkOrbital | Web Sensing | Zenith Space Technologies
	This Challenge addresses key technology needs broadly felt across national security space and complementary to where industry IRAD and private capital are headed. 

	This program aims to leverage STTR authority to accelerate novel dual-use technology development between academia and industry, and intentionally mature these capabilities with support from government partners.

	Selected teams will have the opportunity to further develop and present their proposed technologies during a pitch day event for follow-on awards, currently anticipated for late 2026 or early 2027.


QuantX Labs Announces Successful In-Orbit Commissioning of World’s First Optical Frequency Comb
BLUF: QuantX Labs today announced the successful commissioning and operation of its optical frequency comb in orbit, marking a major milestone for Australia's space and quantum technology sector and demonstrating a world-first quantum timing capability in orbit. 
	The mission is supported through the Australian Space Agency's Moon to Mars Demonstrator Program and forms a key part of QuantX Labs' KAIROS program to develop next-generation precision timing technologies for space applications.

	This mission also demonstrates the ability of Australian-developed quantum technologies to be integrated with international space platforms and rapidly transitioned from laboratory environments into operational space systems.


Agreement for Use of the Commercial Space Station Starlab
BLUF: Following Mitsubishi Corporation, DigitalBlast is the second company in Japan and Asia to reserve capacity aboard Starlab, advancing post-ISS space utilization.
	Under this Reservation Agreement, DigitalBlast secures in advance a utilization allocation aboard Starlab — the next-generation commercial space station that will succeed the International Space Station (ISS), which is scheduled for retirement around 2030 — in order to provide services that leverage the space environment.

	DigitalBlast will serve as a user-integration partner for R&D that puts the space environment to practical use, and will work to build itself into one of the gateways through which companies and research institutions in Japan and the wider Asia region can access orbit.



Two Wars Converge in the Caspian Sea as Ukraine Hits Iranian Supply Line to Russia
BLUF:  Ukrainian drones have hit military-supply lines connecting Russia and Iran through the Caspian Sea, exploiting a new front in two increasingly intertwined wars.
	 Ukraine claimed responsibility for the strikes.

	The Security Service of Ukraine said that it had launched drone strikes in the Caspian against a Russian oil field, a Russian missile boat and ships used to transport Iranian drones to Russia.

	The strikes, part of a long-range drone campaign that has also reached deep into Russia, have brought Iran and Ukraine one step closer to a direct confrontation.

	The Caspian trade offers Iran one way to circumvent a U.S. military blockade of its ports along the Persian Gulf and the northern Arabian Sea.

	Targeting the Caspian, more than 430 miles from Ukraine’s nearest border, gives Kyiv an opportunity to disrupt Moscow’s links with Tehran.



 “We also achieved very strong results with long‑range strikes in the Caspian Sea—including vessels used in military cargo shipments involving Iran, as well as a warship.”  Ukraine’s President Volodymyr Zelensky

Cheap, Accurate and Lethal: Iran’s Best Missile Is Getting More Dangerous

BLUF:  The Kheibar Shekan missile is the workhorse of Tehran’s arsenal—a cheap, mobile, accurate weapon with a range of at least 900 miles. Recently, Iran has been using it in complex attacks, proving itself to be an adaptable adversary for the U.S.
	Since the fighting picked back up this month, Iran has been firing the Kheibar Shekan at American bases.

	It is using a combination of different flight paths, maneuvers and speeds to try to confuse U.S. defenses.

	Unlike Iran’s older missiles that require lengthy prelaunch fueling, military analysts say the Kheibar Shekans can be kept fueled and loaded quickly into trucks or other vehicles for launching in an attempt to evade U.S. and Israeli warplanes.

	In some variants of the missile, the nose section, which carries the explosive warhead and detaches during the final phase of flight, is equipped with a small engine that makes it capable of adjusting its direction as it nears its target at 6,000 miles an hour.



Chinese Destroyer’s Encounter with U.S. Drone Boat Highlights Future Rules of Engagement Issues

BLUF:  During a long-endurance trek across the Pacific, a small uncrewed surface vessel (USV) owned by a California company had an encounter with a Chinese guided missile destroyer near the Philippines.
	The Lightfish USV, owned by Seasats, came close enough to the Type 052D guided missile destroyer that it was able to capture the warship on video.

	The incident highlights the growing presence of USVs, and especially in some of the world’s most contentious locales. 

	The USV coming so close to the Chinese surface combatant also underscores the potential danger USVs can pose even to an advanced warship.

	It also raises questions about the rules of engagement navies, and even some merchant vessels in troubled areas, will have to adopt for when they happen upon USVs that come close without explanation or clear intent.

	The incident in question took place about 73 miles northwest of the Philippine island of Luzon.

	The Luzon Strait is one of the world’s most strategic waterways and a potential flashpoint. It sits south of Taiwan and north of the Philippines, in a channel that provides access from the greater Pacific to the South China Sea and vice-versa.


Australian MQ-28 Ghost Bat Fighter Drones Could Be Commanded by U.S. Pilots
BLUF: The Air Force is “threaded in tight” with the work Australians are doing with the MQ-28 Ghost Bat uncrewed aircraft.  
	This was underscored by the MQ-28’s participation at a major exercise earlier this year, lessons from which are feeding into the Air Force’s evolving plans for its forthcoming Collaborative Combat Aircraft (CCA) drone fleets. 

	Deep integration between the U.S. Air Force and the Royal Australian Air Force (RAAF) opens the door to American personnel potentially ordering Australian MQ-28s around in the future, too.

	To date, the RAAF has received eight Ghost Bats, all in pre-production Block 1 configuration.

	At Valiant Shield, the MQ-28 flew together with one of the U.S. Air Force’s new F-15EX Eagle II fighters, among a host of other American and allied aircraft. 

	Whether any of those platforms issued any direct commands to the Ghost Bat during the exercise is unclear.


ESA Taps Aalyria to Build Deep-Space Network Hub

BLUF:  ESA has tapped Aalyria to build a piece of the internet’s off-world extension: a network-operations center that allows spacecraft, lunar missions, and ground stations to share data reliably across the solar system.
	The center will run delay-/disruption-tolerant networking (DTN), which is a store-and-forward protocol built for space when a constant, instant connection is often impossible.

	The system will deploy at Cornwall, UK’s Goonhilly Earth Station, which operates the first privately owned deep space antenna. Aalyria did not disclose the contract’s value or term.

	Aalyria’s network management protocol will sit within LunaNet, the interoperability framework that NASA, ESA, and JAXA are building for the return to the Moon, alongside other operators.

	The internet we use usually assumes users will always have an instant connection, but spacefarers don’t have that same luxury.
	Signals to the Moon take ~2.5 seconds round trip;

	Comms latency to Mars can exceed 40 minutes;

	And links can easily drop as spacecraft move.



	Rather than requiring an uninterrupted path from source to destination, DTN parks data at each node and forwards it when the next link opens.


“What’s new here is our combination of that implementation at the protocol level with the [Aalyria] Spacetime orchestration, so that we’re directing antennas where to point when—and when to establish links.  Now that you have enough people talking a common language and talking common APIs to operate their networks, it starts unlocking networks of networks.” Aalyria CEO and cofounder Brian Barritt

Ukraine Wants Prototype European Missile Defence System by mid-2027

BLUF: Ukraine wants a prototype for a European anti-ballistic system codenamed Freyja to be ready within the first half of next year, as Kyiv pushes its allies to help deliver a weapon capable of downing ​Russian missiles.
	An international steering committee tasked with estimating the R&D costs was due to convene for the first time soon.

	Leaders from 10 European countries, including Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelenskiy, as well as around a dozen defence manufacturers gathered at a summit in Paris two weeks ago to officially launch the ​anti-ballistic coalition.

	Ukraine is chronically dependent on U.S.-made Patriot air defence systems, which is the only weapon in its arsenal ​capable of reliably downing Russia's ballistic missiles.

	Supplies of Patriots have been affected by ​political volatility, low stocks and a lengthy production cycle.

	Russia has stepped up its ballistic strikes on the capital Kyiv and southern port hub of Odesa this month, launching dozens of missiles, most of which Ukraine was unable to down due to lack of interceptors.

	Freyja is an ​attempt to build a lower-cost ⁠alternative to the Patriot, which many European countries also rely on. Other air defence systems, such as Franco-Italian SAMP/T and German IRIS-T, have not yet proven capable of downing ballistic missiles.

	The overall logic of this system is that it's an open architecture.


Our Take: We applaud Ukraine and Europe’s pursuit of a lower-cost, open-architecture missile defense system that prioritizes production and modularity. The plug-and-play approach is ideal. Yet we are skeptical in European defense firms’ ability to deliver a scalable functional prototype in a timely manner given their record of slow, expensive, and closed development cycles. 
Pentagon weighing options to license Patriot production to Ukraine
BLUF: The Pentagon is looking at options for how to license production of Patriot interceptors to Ukraine, but it’s too early to say when Kyiv will be able to start building its own missiles.
	Earlier this month, President Trump announced at the NATO summit in Ankara that the U.S. would give Ukraine a license to produce Patriot interceptors but gave few details, raising questions about the timeline and security considerations needed to allow Ukraine to begin building sensitive US technology during a hot war with Russia.

	Zelenskyy later said he had met with a team of Lockheed Martin officials to talk about future opportunities for joint production and technology exchange.

	Lockheed Martin manufactures the PAC-3 interceptor, one of the weapons used by the Patriot missile defense system.

	The hard part of licensing PAC-3 production to Ukraine will be qualifying and certifying the indigenous supply chain that will build the interceptors. There’s only so many engineers that know how to do this stuff. There’s only so many qualified parts. Building a new supply chain takes time to find the qualified suppliers.


“We're evaluating a set of COAs right now, which include a mix of domestic and international sourcing for end units, where they're going to be located, how we're going to build it, and which variant.” Michael Cadenazzi, ASW(IBP)

Britain to Protect Ukraine’s Attack Drones with Signal Jammers

BLUF: Britain’s new PM will host Zelensky and announce an agreement which will allow Ukraine to start mass producing UK-designed signal jammers. 
	The jammers, which are a part of a project called Stone Cloak, are fitted to Ukrainian attack drones and hinder Russian air defences from tracking them.

	Britain has directly supplied Kyiv with thousands of the pieces of kit, which are around the same size as a tablet computer.

	The Prime Minister will announce that he is signing over the intellectual rights to Ukraine so the country can mass produce them itself.

	Allowing Ukraine to mass produce Stone Cloak and use it in real battlefield conditions would also be beneficial to Britain’s own defence.

	Army chiefs will be able to collect data on its performance, which they will use when building the system into the next generation of drones and missiles.



Senate Confirms Hurst as Pentagon Comptroller After 1.5-Year Vacancy
BLUF: After a year-and-a-half without a confirmed Pentagon controller, today the Senate voted 50 to 47, as part of a larger en bloc package, for Jules “Jay” Hurst to officially take on the role.
In the same voting bloc with 74 nominees, lawmakers approved Erich Hernandez-Baquero (HB) as the next Air Force assistant secretary for space acquisition and integration, a role that’s charged with overseeing all Space Force acquisition programs.
The Senate’s mass confirmation vote also included a thumbs up for the administration’s nominee to head the NRO, Roger Mason.
See our NDAA and budget posts for the latest insights and analysis. 
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AFCEA • Jul 28-29 • Chantilly, VA
Air and Space Summit
Potomac Officers Club • Jul 30 • McLean, VA
Drone Dominance and Airspace Sovereignty One Year Later
American Drone Leadership Summit • Jul 31 • Washington DC
Space and Missile Defense Symposium
Aug 11-13 • Huntsville, AL
TechNet Augusta 2026
AFCEA • Aug 17-20 • Augusta, GA
MODSIM World
NTSA • Aug 18-19 • Alexandria, VA
Fed SuperNova
Aug 18-20 • Austin, TX
ONR sBAA Industry Day
Aug 20 • Washington DC area
SmallSat Conference
Aug 23-26 • Salt Lake City, UT
DIB Accelerator 2026
ASW(IBP) • Aug 25-27 • Philadelphia, PA
Space Warfighting Forum
NDIA • Aug 25-27 • Colorado Springs, CO
Prodacity
Rise8 • Aug 25-27 • Nashville, TN
Intelligence and National Security Summit
AFCEA • Aug 26-27 • Bethesda, MD
See our Events Page for all the other events over the next year.

  Read full article: https://www.defensetechacquisition.com/p/headlines-136b-for-mega-contracts
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    Ukrainian drones deliver devastating package to Russia’s Amazon

    Tim Mak · The Counteroffensive · Aug 1, 2026 · 11 min read

  

  At the bottom of this page: Latest news at this hour
Ukraine only shot down 2 out of 35 russian missiles… Trump denies promise to grant Ukraine a Patriot license… A mass march took place in Kyiv, as protests enter their third week.

As Russia continues to attack Ukraine's civilian infrastructure and logistics, our team remains on the ground to report on how this war is being fought not only here, but also from where it came from, in Russia itself.
With a team headquartered in Kyiv, our goal is to tell the personal stories of people threatened by authoritarianism — in Ukraine, and occasionally elsewhere in the world.
Want our human-interest stories to land directly in your inbox? 

OUR LEAD STORY:
KYIV, Ukraine – Coming from the well-funded and well-supplied American military, former Marine officer Issac Luna never thought that he would be shopping on Amazon for military equipment and drone parts. Or that civilian marketplaces would play huge roles in supplying militaries in the age of modern warfare.
“I went from being a major in the U.S. Marines to a basic soldier in the Ukrainian army with no pay,” Issac said.

Unlike the U.S., the Russian military is unofficially relying on civilian marketplaces to provide the necessary equipment for its soldiers. Because of that, a standalone economic sector emerged in Russia where private businesses have become de facto suppliers of military equipment, facilitated by Russia’s largest online marketplace, Wildberries.
Early on the night of July 31, Ukrainian drones struck a Wildberries warehouse in Volgograd, almost 1,300 km from the Ukrainian border. It was the 11th successful attack on Wildberries warehouses by the Ukrainian military since the campaign began roughly two weeks ago.
Wildberries is a major international e-commerce platform founded in Russia that handles roughly 45 percent of the country’s online retail sales. It sells everything from clothing, cookware, footwear, and cosmetics to military and dual-use goods, and thus is often referred to as the “Russian Amazon” in the media.
Having already dealt a heavy blow to Russia’s oil refining industry, Ukraine is now concentrating on Wildberries, a key logistics artery, in a bid to deepen the economic damage and further strain Russia’s military capabilities. For Kyiv, it is a chance to force the Kremlin to the negotiating table after unsuccessful attempts to reach a ceasefire under Donald Trump’s mediation.
“The Ukrainian side justifies the strikes by stating that the warehouses were used to supply the Russian army and defense industry with dual-use goods and components necessary for the war,” said Viktor Kevliuk, a security analyst from the independent Kyiv-based think tank Center for Defense Strategies.
Before the strikes began, the marketplace featured a dedicated product tag labeling hundreds of thousands of items ‘For the SMO,’ short for the propaganda term the Kremlin uses for the war, meaning “Special Military Operation.” The tag was widely used by Russian servicemen to browse military-related items, like drones or body armor. After Wildberries warehouses started going up in flames, the tag was deleted, though the products were simply moved to other categories.
“It signaled they were a “patriotic” company that supports the invasion,” Isaac said.
The Counteroffensive has gone down the rabbit hole — the Wildberries website —  and taken a close look at what Russian civilians and members of the military are buying on the so-called Russian Amazon.
The marketplace sports a large array of military goods like vests and helmets, but also items required to build drones, with military marketing still in place from the sellers. There is also an abundance of goods that highlight the massive scale of anti-Ukrainian and anti-Western propaganda peddled by the Russian state. Items like military uniforms for children and books with pseudohistoric narratives show how Russia uses all it can — from books to fashion — for its militaristic objectives. 


Issac Luna, 45, joined the U.S. Marine Corps in 2003 as a basic infantryman. He rose to the rank of an officer before leaving the American military in 2017 to pursue business and investing. What he didn’t know was that in just five years he would be far from his comfortable home in Houston, Texas — fighting the Russians as a volunteer in Ukraine’s International Legion and struggling to equip himself and his comrades.
“I would say that my experience with the logistics was kind of the first punch in the face that I encountered with the reality of this war,” Issac said.
According to Issac, the logistics of the American military are set up in a way that a regular soldier would almost never need to purchase equipment on a civilian marketplace like Amazon. Everything is procured within the military itself, and goods like uniforms, Kevlar vests, and night vision are in abundance.
But in Ukraine, the situation was drastically different. The Ukrainian Armed Forces grew exponentially in a very short time in response to Russia’s full-scale invasion. And much like the Ukrainian volunteers, foreign fighters like Issac encountered a shortage of everything — from uniforms and boots to the more advanced stuff like night vision or signal jammers.
“There were not enough boots of the right size. The uniforms, everybody had different uniforms,” he said.
He relied on his own resources and help from volunteers to offset the shortage. A few needed items were procured through civilian marketplaces like Amazon, he said. But in Russia, soldiers turn to civilian marketplaces on a larger scale because the quality of official equipment provided is subpar.

“I noticed that in the early days of the war, the Russians were wearing body armor that was very outdated. And now, what I see them wearing, the footage is more, like, newer and more sophisticated. Most of it is from China,” Issac said.
Wildberries is used by millions of Russian customers, and it’s known as a platform where even small businesses can sell their goods. Approximately 4.5 million online purchases are made with Wildberries daily. Ukraine has already hit 15 percent of its warehouses, according to The Moscow Times.

The strikes have reached Moscow, St.Petersburg, Penza, Yekaterinburg and other cities, causing not only financial damage to Russian citizens, but also decreased morale among Russians.
“I think it is an extraordinary strategic move for Ukraine,” said Issac.

After 2023, Issac left the legion and created a non-profit organization called ‘Victory Team’ to help supply Ukrainians fighting for their survival. That’s when he started using civilian marketplaces like Amazon to procure the necessary equipment.
“Boots and uniforms and body armor. And flak jackets. They exist on Amazon, not for the U.S. military, but for hobbyists or people who are in the security industry, police, and private militias,” Issac said.
In 2023, when the warfare switched to drones, Issac had to search for complete drones as well as drone parts on Amazon.
“We were still relying on Mavic DJI drones [civilian drones that the military used for reconnaissance]. Most recently, even some of the components still come from Amazon, like some of the electronics for drones,” Issac said.
Mirroring the Ukrainians, the Russian military also started using drones on the frontline in 2023. But drones of various types and the spare parts needed for them were not something that the Russian military was supplying officially. In that situation, Russian soldiers turned to online retailers like Wildberries.

Within the Russian military, poor quality pushes soldiers to look for custom alternatives on the civilian market. And Wildberries, as the largest among those, became an unofficial part of the Russian military procurement system. Russian volunteers and soldiers use it to purchase sanctioned drone spare parts, walkie-talkies, electronics, body armor, etc.

Russian Wildberries customers are becoming increasingly outraged over damaged parcels or lost funds due to the warehouse strikes. In one particularly outrageous case, Russian media reported that a Russian gamer received a $1 water bottle instead of a $ 1,000 graphics card. Wildberries said that claim was fake, however, and The Counteroffensive could not independently verify it. Just before the attacks started, though, Wildberries took steps to avoid having to pay compensation, renewing an internal policy to state that the company is no longer liable for destroyed parcels in the event of Ukrainian drone attacks.
“No more packages — whether it’s a drone or a vibrator in a purple box — are making it to Stalingrad anymore,” quipped Robert Brovdi, commander of Ukraine’s Unmanned Systems Forces.
Destruction of the Wildberries warehouses mostly affects thousands of small and medium-sized companies that purchase equipment or resell items on the platform.
Analyst Viktor Kevliuk estimates the direct financial losses from the strikes so far at about 150-235 billion rubles ( $1.9–2.7 billion). Restocking the warehouses will cost up to 60 more billion rubles (about $750 million), with smaller companies bearing the costs.
For many of them, this means the immediate loss of the business, a Ukrainian financial analyst Oleh Bielinskyi said. Amid Russia’s bleak economic situation, this outcome is even more likely. The company’s recent decision to relocate some warehouses to Kazakhstan, in his opinion, would make them inaccessible to Ukrainian drones but send the prices for the delivery of goods soaring.
Issac is still in Ukraine, working to bring investments into the country’s  defense sector. He’s following developments in the war closely, including the ongoing Ukrainian strikes on Wildberries.

“They finally realized their participation in the war had a cost when their warehouses exploded,” Isaac said.
Interested in more coverage about Ukrainian success on the battlefield? Take a look at these stories:
Can Ukraine keep striking beyond the front line without Fedorov?
“When will war end” searches peak in Russia
Russia’s oil empire running low on gas
How Ukraine is cutting off Russia’s land corridor to Crimea
Editor’s Note:
As Russia continues to attack Ukraine's civilian infrastructure and logistics, our team remains on the ground to report on how this war is being fought not only here, but also where it came from, in Russia itself.
If you appreciate our human-centered journalism, please support us by subscribing.

THE LATEST NEWS AT THIS HOUR:
By: Oleksandra Poda
Good morning to readers; Kyiv remains in Ukrainian hands.
UKRAINE ONLY SHOT DOWN 2 OUT OF 35 RUSSIAN MISSILES: On the night of August 1, Russia attacked Ukraine with 35 missiles of various types and 185 drones. Most of the strikes targeted the capital. Ukrainian air defense systems shot down two missiles and 154 drones. Meanwhile, 26 ballistic missiles and four anti-ship missiles reached their targets.
At least nine people were killed and more than 30 were wounded. According to Kyiv Mayor Klitschko, the area where medical transport was stationed was damaged. Five ambulances were completely burned, and 20 vehicles serving the capital’s healthcare facilities were severely damaged.
TRUMP DENIES PROMISE TO GRANT UKRAINE A PATRIOT LICENSE: On July 31, during a Cabinet meeting at Camp David, Trump stated that the U.S. “has not agreed” to grant Ukraine a license to manufacture Patriot missiles, backtracking on a promise he had made personally and publicly to Zelenskyy in mid-July at the NATO summit in Ankara and reaffirmed during a meeting at the White House on July 29. “It’s a very extraordinary weapon, and . . . we have to be a little bit careful of who we license it to. We don’t really license equipment,” he said.
This contradicts Zelenskyy’s public statement after the July 29 meeting, in which he wrote that the two leaders had discussed Ukraine’s production of Patriot interceptors.
A MASS MARCH TOOK PLACE IN KYIV, AS PROTESTS ENTER THEIR THIRD WEEK: On July 31, thousands of Ukrainians marched down Khreshchatyk Street, marking the 16th day of demonstrations since the resignation of Defense Minister Mykhailo Fedorov. The organizer of the march, Dmytro Koziatynskyi, a veteran, called on Zelenskyy to listen to the Ukrainian people and give Fedorov a year to implement reforms. In a July 29 interview, Fedorov hinted that his efforts to increase transparency in defense procurement may have been one of the reasons for his resignation.
Although Zelenskyy has partially met the protesters’ demands by dismissing Commander-in-Chief Syrsky and replacing him with Drapaty, he has not reinstated Fedorov to the Ministry of Defense.
DOG OF WAR:
After a sleepless night caused by a massive Russian attack, this little dog fell asleep almost as soon as she lay down on the small sofa in the coffee shop.

Stay safe out there!
Best,
Petro, Oleksandra and Mariana

  Read full article: https://www.counteroffensive.news/p/ukrainian-drones-deliver-devastating
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    Prediction markets need prestige signals to fulfill their mission

    Richard Hanania ·  · Aug 1, 2026 · 12 min read

  

  I used to be a big believer in the potential of prediction markets to radically transform the world. But over time, I have become less inclined to see them as something that could revolutionize the search for truth or as a phenomenon that might potentially end up only a few steps below discoveries like free speech and capitalism in importance.
People like to share opinions on politics. In theory, we should be able to settle major disputes through prediction markets. Do you think Democrats or Republicans are better for economic growth? Which approach to foreign policy is more likely to deliver global peace? All we need is to bet on GDP growth or global combat deaths conditional on each side winning an election. Do this enough times and, if the markets turn out to be well-calibrated, we might learn something new. 
Pundits run their mouths and professors come up with theories, but if such figures started making actual bets and we could track their predictions over time, maybe we’d be better able to decide who to listen to. The best ways to fight crime, make societies wealthier, and avoid war could start to have scientifically precise answers. 
I still believe that prediction markets are pretty well-calibrated. When, for example, I hear about an up-and-coming politician and want to see whether he has a chance in an election, I will check the prediction markets first. That is the single best source of information for many questions one might ask. I’m glad they’re de facto legal now, and support them continuing to be allowed on the grounds of both libertarian principles and the idea that knowledge is good. 
One positive impact can be seen in the fact that there used to be more of a culture of pundits making off-the-wall predictions and getting attention for them. I’ve seen less of that in recent years, because we can always reply “if you believe that, why not bet on it?” And even though journalists can say it would be a conflict of interest to do so, the theoretical possibility still has an impact. We may accept that journalists don’t place bets, but nonetheless dismiss the wild speculator on the grounds that he hasn’t done a good job of convincing others of his views, because if he had, the market would have moved more. CNN will now point to prediction markets in discussing the likely outcome of an election, and that is clearly a superior method of covering the news relative to having talking heads spout evidence-free opinions, often based on what they hope is true. 
Despite those clear benefits, I no longer think that prediction markets are going to come anywhere close to revolutionizing the search for knowledge or introducing a new system of government, or taking us toward a futarchic utopia, unless there is a real effort to merge financial incentives with prestige incentives. 
Usually, when I change my mind on something, the effect is gradual. In this case, however, I can trace the shift in my thinking to one specific article. This was a May 2024 essay, “Why Prediction Markets Aren’t Popular,” by Nick Whitaker and J Zachary Mazlish. It was written before Trump won reelection and we got de facto legalization. The two authors argued that, while prediction market enthusiasts thought that the law was the main thing holding them back, there were more fundamental problems that they were ignoring. 
There is one important reason that prediction markets are not used by savers, and probably never will be. Prediction markets, unlike most asset markets, are zero-sum – in fact they are negative-sum, once you factor in platform fees. And if your money is in a prediction market, it can’t be invested in equities, or be earning interest in the bank, either. Every winner of a prediction market necessitates an equal and opposite loser. Securities investors with diversified portfolios can expect positive returns in the long term, because they are giving up their money for others to use to create output and wealth, in exchange for a share of what they create. That’s why responsible people have their pensions in stocks and bonds, rather than a diversified portfolio of sportsbooks. Positive-sum savings vehicles are far, far superior to zero-sum ones, for the simple reason that they will grow your savings in the long run.

Since that time, we have gotten a new administration that has basically let the prediction market sites run wild, which has disproved the main thesis of the article – prediction markets have in fact become popular. But the essay was wrong in a way that proved some of its larger points correct. Whitaker and Mazlish wrote that gamblers wouldn’t want to participate because it would take too long to resolve bets and the topics were too esoteric, and that sophisticated players as a result wouldn’t want to be involved because there wouldn’t be that much money to be made. And, as the passage above indicates, savers also would always stay away for the reason that prediction markets are zero-sum. 
But, as it turns out, you could have an endless number of prediction markets on topics that resolve quickly. We’ve also learned that a lot of people are interested in gambling on random, non-sports related content. Prediction market trade volume has exploded since mid-2025, coinciding with de facto legalization.1 

Yet these markets aren’t exactly the places where you would expect intellectuals and pundits to prove themselves. Instead, we have winner-take-all systems composed of a lot of suckers and a few large winners, and little betting on fundamental questions that might tell us something important about the world that we didn’t know before. 
A May analysis from the Wall Street Journal shows that the top 0.1% of traders on Polymarket make 67% of the profits. And if you sort traders by trade frequency, only the top 0.1% make money on average. Those at the top are not smart pundits using their forecasting skills to improve their reputations, but largely bots that have been trained to take advantage of everyone else. You also have a lot of insider trading going on, meaning prediction markets are largely moving money from outsiders to insiders.  

Knowing that their business model depends on stupid people losing money, Polymarket has found it advantageous to sponsor influencers who have large, unsophisticated audiences, primarily on the political right. I’ll note here that Polymarket has also reached out to me to discuss sponsorships, but it never ended up working out, and I suspect it’s because they understand that my readers aren’t the types to go out and bet their life savings on it being revealed that Michelle Obama is actually a man. Contrast this with a company like Mechanize, which wants to reach productive and talented individuals in order to engage in positive-sum economic activity.
Speaking of which…
This post is brought to you 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.
While it has been teaming up with trash influencers, Polymarket has engaged in fraudulent practices when it comes to making ads, staging fake instances of people making money and sharing them as real videos. Prediction markets have just become another right-wing scam in the MAGA era. Again, I’m fine with brushing this off by saying fools and their money are soon parted, we must preserve individual liberty, etc. Being allowed to blow all your savings because of some fake news you saw on social media is one of your God-given rights in my mind, and we cannot take away that right from someone without robbing them of their dignity. But I don’t have to praise the people who benefit from the scam if they make taking advantage of the weaknesses of others a key part of their business model. 
As for more esoteric topics we might care about like “what kind of economic system is good for growth,” Whitaker and Mazlish remain on point. Only smart people care about these things, and they have better things to do with their money than play a zero-sum game against others who also know what they’re doing, often having to wait a long time to get any payoff. If markets don’t have a lot of liquidity, they can more easily be moved by large or motivated bets, and may lack the ability to incorporate the wide sources of independent knowledge that make prediction markets work. Less liquid markets aren’t necessarily always less well-calibrated, but prediction markets that are volatile and have few people betting on them are unlikely to convince people that they’re doing anything useful, any more than Metaculus predictions do. 
There are already other ways to get at many of the same questions that prediction markets deal with through the stock market or other financial indicators. I think Milei’s policies are good for Argentina because of the way markets react to rises and falls in his political fortunes, and people who aren’t convinced by that argument aren’t going to be convinced to become capitalists because of what prediction markets say. Once again, this isn’t necessarily a problem with prediction markets, but it does raise the question of what exactly their added value is. 
The fact that stock markets already exist, and, again, they’re not zero sum, is an issue for the theory that prediction markets are going to give us insights on important questions we don’t already have. That’s true even if the latter are superior to normal punditry on questions like who will win an election or even when a war will end.
This is a problem with the culture of forecasting more generally. People act as if the top performers on Metaculus are the world’s greatest forecasters. It’s kind of like assuming that the best player in a recreational softball league is one of the world’s greatest athletes, or that chess grandmasters are the world’s smartest individuals. The best athletes in the world are doing things that are more rewarding, like playing in the NBA or winning Olympic gold medals. Similarly, we have every reason to believe that the best forecasters in the world are running successful hedge funds instead of spending all their time trying to prove how smart they are to strangers on the internet. 
Not that there’s necessarily anything wrong with that. So many people spend time being wrong on the internet and having a careless disregard for what is true that we might say it’s a good thing that individuals can gain status by making accurate forecasts. That is, unless the opportunity costs of doing so are too high, in which case they perhaps should devote their talents to something else. 
Did the cause of prediction markets have to end this way? Imagine an alternative world where, instead of recruiting MAGA influencers in order to squeeze as much money as possible out of their fans, Polymarket had found a way to team up with a serious journalistic institution or credible nonprofit. They maybe could’ve funded Robin Hanson or Phil Tetlock starting a Center for Forecasting at a major university to explicitly test the predictive power of various ideologies. While prediction markets won’t deliver convincing answers to deep questions we care about through market incentives alone, the story might be different if we use a combination of market and prestige incentives. Imagine Metaculus but with real money on the line – though the effort would probably need to be heavily subsidized. If Polymarket wants to do this now with all the money they make off simple-minded MAGAs, it would go a long way toward redeeming the negative impact they’ve had on our political culture. 
I’m not saying that this would be certain to produce new forms of human knowledge, but it would at least be worth trying. And going down the path of trying to win over elites would also ensure the long-term viability of prediction markets. Right now, they’re basically begging to be shut down the next time a Democratic administration comes into office.
I remain appreciative of the spirit behind prediction market enthusiasm. Until this year, when going would have conflicted with the promotion of my book, I had attended every Manifest event since the conference began and enjoyed my time there. Support for prediction markets was always motivated by the search for truth, and in my case in particular, frustration with how much stupidity there was in the discourse. That makes it a particularly bitter irony that Polymarket has been making it even dumber by providing support for awful influencers with large social media followings. 
When the questions you are interested in are straightforward, go ahead and use prediction markets as a good first approximation of what you can expect to happen in the world. Unfortunately, experience has so far exposed the limits of what they can tell us through using financial incentives alone. 
1Kalshi is actually majority sports gambling, while it is around 40% of volume on Polymarket. Thus, while the chart captures an increase in sports gambling too, it also indicates a large rise in non-sports related content, as shown in the chart below. I thank Charles Fain Lehman for pointing this out to me. 




  Read full article: https://www.richardhanania.com/p/prediction-markets-need-prestige
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Why businesses lie about AI (permalink)

Neoclassical economics assumes rationality. The corollary of, "If you're so smart, why aren't you rich?" is "you're rich, so you must be very smart!" Thus it is that many people assume that if powerful, well-compensated CEOs insist that "AI is changing everything," well then, AI must be changing everything.

But the evidence for this "changing everything" thesis is thin on the ground. Despite a global mania that has reduced the real, pressing need for digital sovereignty to the imaginary need to create "sovereign AI," no one can really articulate the case for "sovereign AI." If Donald Trump ordered Big Tech to turn off all of your country's chatbots tomorrow, nothing would change. Every one of your country's ministries and corporations would chug on with nary a hitch. Households, too, though perhaps a few of the younger members of those families would have to do their own homework again.

(Contrast this with what would transpire if Trump directed his tech giants to switch off your country's Office 365 access, or to brick your Android and iOS phones, or to killswitch your John Deere tractors. Your country would effectively cease to exist. If "digital sovereignty" means anything, it means doing something about this urgent fact):

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

The world is full of people who insist that "AI is changing everything" but who – when pressed – have to admit that what they mean is that they're pretty sure that AI will change everything. Eventually. After we allow it to consume all the planet's energy, carbon, water and financial resources.

Maybe.

(They're pretty sure.)

One person who's had a lot of opportunity to observe the shear between the stated business/AI situation and the real business AI situation is Nikhil Suresh from Hermit Tech, a consulting firm of "radically ethical data wizards" (that is, tech consultants). Suresh reports on his experience talking with hundreds of executives (and, more importantly, their subordinates) about what (if anything) AI is doing for business in an essay entitled "AI Mania Is Eviscerating Global Decisionmaking":

https://hermit-tech.com/blog/ai-mania-is-eviscerating-global-decisionmaking

Suresh has a good track record of writing trenchant, frank criticism of AI. You may know him from his 2024 essay, "I Will Fucking Piledrive You If You Mention AI Again":

https://ludic.mataroa.blog/blog/i-will-fucking-piledrive-you-if-you-mention-ai-again/

Or possibly from his "Contra Ptacek's Terrible Article On AI," a stinging rebuttal to Thomas Ptacek's widely read "My AI Skeptic Friends Are All Nuts":

https://ludic.mataroa.blog/blog/contra-ptaceks-terrible-article-on-ai/

While those are important pieces of critical AI realpolitik, none of them have the heft or urgency of "AI Mania Is Eviscerating Global Decisionmaking," whose thesis can be summed up with this passage from halfway through this 6,000-word article:


  [W]e’re facing a coordination problem around executives being honest around the AI gains they’ve witnessed – if they co-operate, they keep their jobs. If they defect, they will possibly be fired by their embarrassed peers (who have now been implicitly called liars, cowards, or incompetents) and then replaced with someone that will toe the line anyway. If they could all admit the truth at once there might be some hope, but there is no way to coordinate that event.



In other words, corporate leadership is starting from the premise that AI has (or will) radically change the business, and they're working backwards from that premise to find the evidence to support this article of faith.

In support of this thesis, Suresh cites "hundreds" of conversations with execs and employees who spoke to him on the condition that he would "file the serial numbers" off their stories. These, combined with his own experience consulting for large, multi-billion-dollar companies make it clear that "AI mania" is an absolutely justifiable label for the state of AI in corporate circles.

Here are a few highlights from this morning's read – moments where I had to look away from my screen and read out a passage to my wife so that we could share a "holy shit" moment.

A person worked for a division that "pivoted" to re-engineer its software to create interfaces that support AI agents. When it became apparent that only ten users had touched this expensive new technology, they "pivoted" again to support "agentic workflows." Why did they double down on AI agents after discovering such yawning market indifference for "agentic"? "Because every company has to do something agentic now."

Suresh describes this as a literal religious mania. In the 500+ employee businesses Suresh studied, the only people who were promoted – or even spared from being fired – were people who professed "religious declarations of faith" about "the transformative power of AI." Employees who voiced honest, informed objections to AI in the workplace were passed over for promotions or targeted for layoffs.

This has created a situation in which everyone – "boards, executives, employees, vendors, consultants" – has a strong incentive to lie about how much AI is delivering for their companies. Suresh says he's seen announcements from publicly traded companies about their AI triumphs that he knows for a fact never took place.

Suresh says he's never seen a successful enterprise AI project: "Every single one – we have seen 0% success in a year and a half." Not one of their clients would face a business challenge if OpenAI went out of business tomorrow. The problem most companies struggle with is that they're "terminally bad at running software projects effectively." Adding AI to the mix doesn't solve this problem – it just adds a whole new range of ways that software deployment can fail.

Chatbots don't help. The internally facing chatbot that's supposed to help employees figure out how to navigate the business sucks because it is only as good as its training data – the business's documentation of its own processes. Businesses suck at documenting their processes. Customer-facing chatbots also suck. They either can't solve your problem, or, when they seem to solve your problem, the "solution" goes nowhere.

Suresh recounts his sole positive customer service chatbot experience: a Mitsubishi chatbot with a natural sounding, responsive voice politely took all the details of an automotive failure and promised him a callback. That callback never came, but Suresh is certain that Mitsubishi has logged this as a chatbot success story, even though the experience convinced him not to buy a Mitsubishi car.

Suresh and his team at Hermit Tech now have a policy of not even asking about ongoing AI projects. They've learned that by the time an AI project has begun, no one will discuss it honestly until it reaches a crisis point.

Suresh says he frequently encounters people who reflexively utter the AI catechism: "AI is changing everything." But when he presses these people for details, they admit that their organization "does not currently use LLMs for anything, and indeed, that they cannot name a single thing that has changed other than they get some use out of ChatGPT."

This shear ("AI is changing everything"/"Well, OK, we're not using AI for anything") is so extreme that Suresh once met an exec who confessed to crafting an AI-centered AI strategy for a $2b/year business, even though that exec "had never even used ChatGPT or any AI tool in their life."

Some people have privately admitted to Suresh that they've embraced AI in order to earn a career-boosting corporate reputation for "thought leadership." But many other people (especially nontechnical people) sincerely believe that AI is about to "change everything." As Suresh says, if you're in business with a liar, you might be able to reason with them in private – but you can't reason with a true believer.

The true believers are in charge. Suresh points out that it would be very weird for the CEO of an engineering firm or a hospital to mandate "specific procedures or building techniques without explicit agreement from the professionals on staff." But when it comes to AI, business leaders will confidently demand that the skilled professionals who perform the business's core functions use AI, even if those professionals don't think it will help.

As an aside: I remember the dotcom era, when the business press was full of articles about the conflict between CEOs and a new workforce that demanded the right to use the web on the job. Today, the business press is full of articles about the conflict between the workforce and CEOs who demand that they use AI.

Suresh describes workers who feel they have to "AI wash" their work: "They just do the work, the same way they have for decades, and say Claude did it." To add verisimilitude to this sham, they write circular processes in which one chatbot prompts another, and then the process repeats itself in reverse, for the sole purpose of consuming AI tokens to score a high rank on corporate "token leaderboards."

How to account for this wildly, expensively irrational corporate leadership? Suresh places the blame in the hypnotizing, mesmerizing power of the AI demo. For example: Hermit Tech is often engaged to set up a database product called Snowflake for its customers. Snowflake has a useless, expensive AI bolt-on called Cortex, that Snowflake itself describes as being 92% accurate under ideal circumstances (that is, at least 8% of the time, it will mislead you, perhaps very badly).

Suresh describes sales meetings with execs who were lukewarm on the idea of retooling with Snowflake, but who were very interested in Cortex. Against their better judgment, Suresh and his team provided them with a Cortex demo, carefully explaining that this AI tool could not satisfy their requirements. Without fail, this resulted in the previously lukewarm customers insisting that they be allowed to purchase Cortex immediately. Sales prospects who'd been unmoved by a pitch for new technology that would result in millions in savings were hypnotized by demos of a product that was described as unsuitable and unreliable.

To their credit, Hermit Tech refused to sell these customers Cortex, and stopped doing Cortex demos altogether. Suresh describes the experience of "the total 180°, that shift from ice-cold to red-hot buying frenzy" as "deeply unsettling." What's more, the Cortex demos that Suresh and co performed were, by his account, pretty uninspiring. The thing that these demos had going for them is that they showed AI actually doing something marginally useful, to execs who'd already spent millions on AI without having anything to show for their money. The spectacle of AI that does something galvanizes corporate leaders who feel like they're the only bosses who can't find a revolutionary use for AI in their businesses.

This is the situation up and down the corporate org-chart. Suresh has a reader whose title is "Head of AI" at a billion-dollar firm who tells him "their job is totally fraudulent but it was the only promotion pathway remaining at the organisation." This exec is hardly alone. They're part of a cohort of executives at companies that have publicly announced "100x" productivity gains, but who confessed to Suresh that nothing of the sort has happened.

Why did these companies make these claims? Because their customers were making the claims. How could you hope to sell to a company that had 100x'ed its productivity with AI unless you, too had 100x'ed your productivity? If, as a vendor, you walked into a boardroom and said that this wasn't a plausible claim, you'd be calling your sales prospect a liar, with real consequences: "getting enterprise contracts cancelled because you wanted to opine on something that doesn’t really matter to your organisation’s mission is a great way to get fired."

With the state of the industry dominated by froth, lies and mutual destruction pacts, it's no wonder that companies are deploying "totally gameable metrics such as 'money spent on AI'" as a means of evaluating employees and divisions.

Between true believers and people who must find ways to plausibly tout their AI usage, there is now a gigantic market for "AI solutions." At best these are just traditional tech consulting contracts, like migrating a database from Oracle to Snowflake, with some kind of ornamental AI usage around the edges so that the person who commissions the work can claim to be "procuring AI-enabled services" for the business.

This isn't a harmless frippery: contracts are delayed and work is put off until the work can be made "sufficiently AI" to attain the minimum degree of buzzword compliance. Worse: every fake AI project that produces real results (because it's not really AI) adds credibility to the AI true believers, who view these projects as proof that AI can do anything, and therefore demand to know why everything isn't being done by AI.

Suresh ends his essay with a long section on how to "navigate AI mania" – advice for how to smile and nod politely when you're confronted with AI bullshit, while steering clear of the worst consequences and avoiding needless fights. This looks like very sound advice for anyone in a corporate environment, but thankfully, that isn't me.

Rather than summarize that advice, I want to reflect a little on two questions that Suresh's essay raises but doesn't answer. The first is why? Why are people in power such easy converts to this religious mania?

I have my own theory. The most important discomfort that powerful people experience is having ego-shattering conflicts with subordinates who know how to do things they do not know how to do. The fact that you're "in charge" is hard to reconcile with the fact that the people you're nominally in charge of tell you that all your ideas are impossible, illegal, immoral, or lethal:

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

Take that Cortex demo. Sure, Cortex is an expensive, unreliable way to address a Snowflake database. But (unlike Snowflake) Cortex is controlled via conversational, plain-language commands. With Cortex, a boss doesn't need to ask an underling to retrieve information from the company Snowflake system, an interaction that might come with unsolicited feedback about the technical or commercial incoherence of the boss's request. Cortex is the underling, except that unlike a human underling, Cortex never back-sasses you about your foolish questions. The fact that it grossly misleads you 8% of the time is a small price to pay for a life untroubled by uppity pismires who insist that your ideas be connected to base reality as they understand it.

The other question Suresh implicitly raises is, "How can you reconcile the failure of AI in the enterprise with the individual claims of skilled technologists who insist that AI is helping them do great work?" The answer is that these AI users are "centaurs" – experienced workers who are assisted by automation on terms that they set for themselves:

https://pluralistic.net/2025/09/11/vulgar-thatcherism/#there-is-an-alternative

Thanks to their skill and experience, these workers possess discernment, the ability to tell good code from bad, and (more importantly) good uses of code-generation tools from bad. They demonstrate the adage that worker-driven automation improves quality, while capital-driven automation improves throughput:

https://pluralistic.net/2026/07/28/hitl-ers/#ai-ai-oh

An automation technique that requires close supervision by skilled and experienced workers isn't going to be a raw productivity powerhouse. You don't "100x" your code this way, at least, not in the sense of firing 99 of your coders and having the remaining programmer pick up all their work. Rather, an automation tool that requires the continuous and conscientious exercise of discernment will let individual practitioners improve their work in extremely satisfying and useful ways. It's a way to spend more on operations in order to produce better outputs. It's not a way to cut your workforce, realize a gigantic savings, and still produce comparable goods and services at a far lower cost.

That is why some individual coders report such delight with their AI tools. They engage with those tools on their own terms, to improve their work in the ways that they, in their expert judgment, consider beneficial. No one ranks them on a "token-maximization" scoreboard. No one tells them they can't do a project if it isn't "sufficiently AI." When they set out to do a project, no one makes them prove that it couldn't be "done by AI."

As ever, the most important fact about a given technology isn't "what it does," but "who it does it for" and "who it does it to."

All the pathologies Suresh observes and documents so well in this piece are hypertrophied versions of the buzzword-compliance dysfunctions from previous bubbles, but at a scale never before seen. Quantity has a quality all its own. These businesses aren't just wasting billions – they're replacing skilled workers with defective chatbots. As I've written before, AI is the asbestos we're shoveling into the walls of our technological society. Our descendants will spend generations digging it out again, and the longer the bubble goes on without popping, the longer it will take to repair the damage.
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    Summer shrimp panzanella

    Caroline Chambers · What to Cook · Aug 1, 2026 · 10 min read

  

  
Panzanella is a Tuscan salad famous for swapping salad greens out for BREAD. Delicious, crusty, craggly, freshly baked croutons that are crunchy, but also soft thanks to the oily vinaigrette they get doused in. 

Today’s panzanella is not traditional in any way, shape, or form other than having freshly baked croutons and an oil-based vinaigrette. Instead of the croutons’ traditional panzanella accompaniments — raw tomatoes and red onion — we are tossing them with warm roasted tomatoes, zucchini, and corn. We’re adding shrimp to the equation, too, for a delicious, lean, quick-cooking protein. And topping things off with tons of fresh summer herbs and creamy, briny feta (or goat cheese, if you’d rather). 
I am absolutely obsessed with this one!!! The crunchy homemade croutons soak up not only the dressing, but also the pan juices from the roasted veg and shrimp, for the most flavorful panzanella you’ve ever tasted. It’s summer food perfection and comes together in half an hour.
Watch me cook this meal from start to finish in episode three of the What To Cook show!



Let’s talk about shrimp. If you live near the coast or in a town that has a good fishmonger, AKA a business or person that specializes in selling fish and seafood, go there and get fresh peeled and deveined shrimp! If you don’t, or if you just want to buy shrimp from the regular grocery store to avoid making another stop, I highly recommend using frozen shrimp. 
Fresh shrimp on display at many grocery stores were previously frozen and thawed for the display case. You can bypass that time sitting out on display by thawing your own! Thaw them for a few hours in the fridge, or, if you don’t have time for that, place the frozen shrimp in a bowl of cold water and they’ll thaw in 20 to 30 minutes. If you don’t even have time for that, run the frozen shrimp under cold water in a colander to melt the ice off the outside. Pat them dry and cook! They will just need an extra minute or two of cook time if they’re still partially frozen.
I’m calling for U-20 shrimp here, so the big guys. They might be labeled “extra large” or “jumbo” instead. If you’re working with smaller shrimp, they’ll need a little less cook time! Keep an eye on them while they broil and pull them when they have turned pink and curled into a “C” shape. 
Shrimp haters or vegetarians: As always, you can find substitutions for shrimp in the notes and subs sections beneath the recipe! 


There’s another panzanella salad in the WTC archives that deserves to be cooked this summer: chicken panzanella, which uses perfectly ripe raw heirloom tomatoes, baby arugula, and balsamic vinegar. Another Mediterranean-vibe salad starring crusty bread is my show-off-y Greek salad with grilled chicken and bread. And if you just want more shrimp and corn in your life, you can invite a couple friends over (or not!) and host a Lowcountry boil with peel-and-eat shrimp, corn, potatoes, and sausage. So good and so fun.




Serves 4
Cook time: 32 minutes and 38 seconds 
Tools: 
	Chef’s knife

	Serrated bread knife, if you have one, for slicing the bread

	Cutting board 

	2 rimmed sheet pans

	Large serving bowl

	Whisk


Ingredients:
	1 medium zucchini, sliced into 1/4-inch-thick half moons

	4 ears of corn, shucked, kernels cut off

	1 pint cherry tomatoes

	Extra-virgin olive oil

	Kosher salt

	1 teaspoon garlic powder, divided

	Freshly ground black pepper

	6 cups (12 ounces, about 4 thick slices) really good sourdough bread, cut (or torn) into bite-size pieces

	1 teaspoon flaky sea salt

	Juice of 1/2 large lemon (2 tablespoons)

	2 teaspoons whole-grain mustard

	1/2 teaspoon honey

	1 cup fresh basil leaves, roughly chopped

	1/2 cup fresh parsley leaves and tender stems, roughly chopped

	1 1/2 to 2 pounds U-20 peeled and deveined shrimp

	8 ounces feta or goat cheese, crumbled


Preheat the oven to 400°F.
Cut 1 medium zucchini in half vertically, then into 1/4-inch-thick half moons. Cut the kernels off 4 (shucked) ears of corn. Place the zucchini, corn, and 1 pint of cherry tomatoes on a large rimmed sheet pan. Toss with 1/4 cup extra-virgin olive oil, 1 1/2 teaspoons kosher salt, 1/2 teaspoon garlic powder, and several grinds of black pepper. Spread into an even layer and roast for 20 minutes (heads up that we’re going to add another sheet pan to the oven about halfway through!).
As soon as the vegetables go in the oven, prep the bread: Tear or cut about 4 thick slices of sourdough bread into 6 cups of bite-size pieces and throw them on a second sheet pan with 1/3 cup extra-virgin olive oil, 1 teaspoon flaky sea salt, several grinds of black pepper, and 1/2 teaspoon garlic powder. Use your hands to combine it all then spread into an even layer. If any of the bread looks dry, add a little more oil! Add to the oven and roast for 10 minutes, or until the bread pieces are golden-brown and crispy on the outside, but still chewy inside.
While everything is roasting: In a large serving bowl, whisk together 2 tablespoons lemon juice, 2 teaspoons whole-grain mustard, 1/2 teaspoon honey, and 1/4 teaspoon kosher salt. Drizzle in 2 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil, whisking as you go.
Season 1 1/2 to 2 pounds of U-20 peeled and deveined shrimp with a big pinch of kosher salt and a few grinds of black pepper and let it sit out on the counter while everything’s roasting.
Roughly chop 1 cup basil leaves and 1/2 cup parsley leaves.
Remove the bread from the oven and set it aside. Remove the sheet pan with the vegetables, too. Add the seasoned shrimp evenly on top of the vegetables and drizzle the shrimp with some extra-virgin olive oil.
Turn the broiler on high.
Add the sheet pan with the shrimp and vegetables to the oven and broil for 2 to 3 minutes, until the shrimp are cooked through (they will be pink, opaque, and curled into a “C”). If you don’t have a broiler, just roast them at 400°F for 4 to 5 minutes.
Like always, sit in front of the oven and watch your food broil! Do not walk away and get distracted and let your dinner burn!

Just before serving, add the bread, warm veggies, shrimp, any juices that have collected on the pan, the chopped herbs, and 8 ounces crumbled feta to the serving bowl with the dressing and toss to combine.
Scoop into four bowls, add a little pepper on top, and dig in.
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	Prep ahead: The veg and bread can be totally prepped ahead of time. Store the vegetables in the fridge (either covered on the sheet pan or in an airtight container) and store the bread in a zip-top bag at room temp. 

	Halve it/love your leftovers/meal prep it: You could very easily halve this recipe if you’re feeding 1 or 2 people. If you have leftovers, store them in the fridge in an airtight container and eat ASAP. Panzanella is best right away when the crispy bread is starting to soften from the dressing but isn’t mushy yet — but I’d definitely eat leftovers of this if I had them in the fridge! If you want to meal prep this recipe, keep all the parts separate (dressing, veg and shrimp, and bread) and compile your serving of panzanella right before you eat.

	Feeding kids: At one point, all of my kids reliably ate shrimp, and it was a glorious time. Frozen shrimp are IMO the easiest protein out there — you can thaw them quickly in a bowl of cold water, then just pat them dry and cook in mere minutes! These days, only my baby will eat them, but that’s OK! George, Tav, and I enjoy this whole meal while the other boys crush the croutons and corn, and I throw a meat stick on their plate for some protein. 

	Bring it to a party: Watch this episode of the What To Cook show to see my favorite trick for bringing a delicious salad to a party. Here are the Cliff’s Notes: Make the dressing in the serving bowl and cover it with a big piece of parchment. Let the veggies and shrimp cool to room temperature, then add them on top of the parchment. Top with the bread then the herbs, and wrap the bowl tightly with plastic. Once you’re ready to eat, uncover the bowl, slide the sheet of parchment out, and toss! It’s OK if the dressing separated, it will still taste great. 

	Vegetarian: Swap the shrimp for white beans — add a can of rinsed and drained navy, cannellini beans, or chickpeas to the sheet pan with the other veg! 

	Dairy-free: Use dairy-free feta, goat cheese if that would work for you, or just skip the cheese altogether. Cubed avocado would be a tasty, creamy, DF alternative.

	Gluten-free: Use a loaf of gluten-free bread. If you can’t find good-quality GF bread, you could swap the bread for roasted chickpeas.



	Zucchini: Squash, eggplant, red onion, or omit

	Corn: You can use 2 to 3 cups frozen corn if it’s what you’ve got (you can add it to the sheet pan frozen). Canned corn (drained) would also work. If you don’t like corn, you can omit it and swap in a red onion cut into wedges, or add another pint of tomatoes. 

	Cherry tomatoes: Chopped heirloom tomatoes, but remove some of the seeds so there isn’t too much liquid. If you can’t eat tomatoes, swap them for chopped red bell pepper, a red onion cut into wedges, or extra corn and/or zucchini. 

	Extra-virgin olive oil: Olive oil, avocado oil, or another neutral cooking oil

	Garlic powder: Onion powder or 4 minced fresh cloves of garlic (divided) 

	Flaky sea salt: Kosher salt

	Sourdough: Ciabatta, country loaf, French bread, Italian bread, baguette, whole-wheat bread, gluten-free artisan bread. Or swap the bread out for crispy chickpeas! 

	Lemon juice: A light-colored vinegar like white wine, red wine, or apple cider vinegar

	Whole-grain mustard: Dijon mustard, yellow mustard, or omit

	Honey: Maple syrup, agave, brown sugar

	Basil and parsley: You can just use one rather than both, or you can swap either herb for another soft leafy green herb like cilantro or chives. Arugula would be good here, too! 

	Shrimp: Chicken thighs would be great instead of shrimp! Add them to the sheet pan at the same time as your vegetables — add more oil and an extra big pinch of salt and few grinds of pepper to make sure everything is well coated. Cook them for the whole 20 minu