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First Trump-Biden Debate Could Come as Early as June



The president wants two debates before early voting begins, with no crowds. Donald J. Trump appeared to agree to the dates, but said he wanted voters present. 




Donald J. Trump and Joseph R. Biden Jr. at their debate in late October, 2020, in Nashville.




By Jonathan Swan and Maggie Haberman


May 15, 2024


President Biden is willing to debate former President Donald J. Trump at least twice before the election, and as early as June -- but his campaign is rejecting the nonpartisan organization that has managed presidential debates since 1988, according to a letter obtained by The New York Times.



The letter by the Biden campaign lays out for the first time the president's terms for giving Mr. Trump what he has openly clamored for: a televised confrontation with a successor Mr. Trump has portrayed, and hopes to reveal, as too feeble to hold the job. In a Truth Social post on Wednesday morning, Mr. Trump quickly agreed to the two dates proposed by the Biden campaign, although it was unclear whether he would agree to Mr. Biden's other terms. 



Mr. Biden and his top aides want the debates to start much sooner than the dates proposed by the Commission on Presidential Debates, so voters can see the two candidates side by side well before early voting begins in September. They want the debate to occur inside a TV studio, with microphones that automatically cut off when a speaker's time limit elapses. And they want it to be just the two candidates and the moderator -- without the raucous in-person audiences that Mr. Trump feeds on and without the participation of Robert F. Kennedy Jr. or other independent or third-party candidates.



The proposal suggests that Mr. Biden is willing to take some calculated risks to reverse his fortunes in a race in which most battleground-state polls show the president trailing Mr. Trump and struggling to persuade voters that he's an effective leader and steward of the economy.



It is the first formal offer by the Biden campaign for debates with Mr. Trump, who has declared repeatedly that he will debate his successor "anytime and anywhere," and has demanded as many debates as possible. Mr. Biden recently indicated he would debate Mr. Trump, but had until now declined to give any firm commitment or specific details.



The letter, signed by Mr. Biden's campaign chair, Jennifer O'Malley Dillon, and addressed to the Commission on Presidential Debates, notifies the group that Mr. Biden will not be participating in the three general-election debates sponsored by the commission, which are scheduled for Sept. 16, Oct. 1 and Oct. 9. 



It is a striking decision for Mr. Biden, an institutionalist who has tried to preserve the traditions of Washington.



Instead, Ms. O'Malley Dillon writes in the letter that Mr. Biden will participate in debates hosted by news organizations. The move opens the doors for the Biden team and potentially the Trump team to negotiate directly with networks -- and with one another -- for possible debates.



In a video announcing his offer, Mr. Biden taunted Mr. Trump. "Make my day, pal," he said, adding a reference to the one weekday Mr. Trump's Manhattan trial is generally not in session. "Let's pick the date, Donald. I hear you're free on Wednesdays.



Mr. Trump, in his insult-laden response, said he would like to see more than two debates and for "excitement purposes, a very large venue." Calling Mr. Biden "the WORST" debater and "crooked," he accused the president of being "afraid of crowds."



Ms. O'Malley Dillon suggested that the first debate be held in late June, by which time Mr. Trump's New York criminal trial should be completed and after Mr. Biden returns from the Group of 7 summit meetings with other heads of state.



A second presidential debate should be held "in early September at the start of the fall campaign season, early enough to influence early voting, but not so late as to require the candidates to leave the campaign trail in the critical late September and October period," she writes.



The Biden campaign also proposes that one vice-presidential debate be held in late July after Mr. Trump and his running mate are formally nominated at the Republican National Convention in Milwaukee.



For the president, early debates hold significant advantages. Early votes are crucial, especially for Democrats. And polls show that Mr. Biden currently trails Mr. Trump and that his messages on core issues like the economy are not resonating with enough voters.



In the 2020 election, Democrats put a huge emphasis on voting early by mail as a safe alternative to in-person voting during the coronavirus pandemic. Early votes gave Mr. Biden a decisive edge over Mr. Trump, who had told his voters not to trust the mail and to instead vote only on Election Day.



Mr. Trump and the Republican National Committee have tried to repair that damage this year by telling Republicans to vote early.



"The commission's failure, yet again, to schedule debates that will be meaningful to all voters -- not just those who cast their ballots late in the fall or on Election Day -- underscores the serious limitations of its outdated approach," Ms. O'Malley Dillon writes in the letter.



Mr. Trump leads Mr. Biden in most polls of battleground states, including the recent surveys by The New York Times, Siena College and The Philadelphia Inquirer. Significantly more voters trust Mr. Trump over Mr. Biden to handle the economy.



The Biden campaign and the president's White House staff widely feel that the debates were important in 2020, and that they will be important again this year.



The Biden campaign has been trying to remind voters of why a majority removed Mr. Trump from office in 2020. People close to the president have said they're worried about so-called Trump amnesia -- that voters are nostalgic about Mr. Trump and have forgotten how divisive he was -- and some of the recent polling underscores that point.



A side-by-side debate, which could have a large viewing audience, is the most dramatic way for the Biden campaign to give Mr. Trump more exposure, in their view.




In the days after the first Trump-Biden debate in 2020, Mr. Trump's poll numbers fell.




In the first debate in 2020, Mr. Trump barely allowed Mr. Biden to get a word in. He was aggressive and constantly interrupting, while sweating and appearing unwell. Mr. Biden, exasperated, famously said to Mr. Trump, "Will you shut up, man? This is so unpresidential." And in the days following that first debate, Mr. Trump's poll numbers 
fell
.



The Trump campaign's top officials, Susie Wiles and Chris LaCivita, see the situation differently and share their boss's eagerness for him to debate Mr. Biden as often as possible. They have indicated that they don't care who hosts the debate, or where it's held. The Trump campaign believes, almost to a person, that Mr. Biden has declined significantly since 2020 and would be exposed in a debate against Mr. Trump.



The letter from Ms. O'Malley Dillon could spell the end of a storied organization that has been running presidential debates since the Reagan era. She makes clear to the commission in her letter that the Biden campaign does not trust the organization to conduct a professional debate, saying it "was unable or unwilling to enforce the rules in the 2020 debates."



Among other grievances with the commission, Biden aides are still furious that Mr. Trump debated Mr. Biden in 2020 and appeared visibly under the weather, announcing soon after the debate that he had tested positive for the coronavirus. The Biden team was also livid that members of the Trump family took their masks off when they arrived in the audience for the debate.



Still, the Biden campaign's debate proposal comes with conditions. And the decision to sideline the commission offers clear advantages to Mr. Biden. For starters, the Biden campaign proposes limiting the number of debates to only two, whereas the commission has already scheduled three presidential debates.



Biden campaign officials want the debates to be held in a television studio without an in-person audience that could cheer, boo and derail the conversation, as Trump supporters did during a CNN town hall last year. The commission always invites an audience to watch its presidential debates.



There's also a chance that Mr. Kennedy reaches the 15 percent national polling threshold to qualify for the commission's debates. The Biden campaign views Mr. Kennedy as a spoiler candidate and people close to the president worry that with the Kennedy name he could attract support from voters who might otherwise support Mr. Biden.



Ms. O'Malley Dillon writes in her letter that the debate should be one-on-one to allow voters "to compare the only two candidates with any statistical chance of prevailing in the Electoral College -- and not squandering debate time on candidates with no prospect of becoming president."



The Biden campaign has proposed rules -- including the automatic cutting-off of microphones -- to ensure Mr. Trump does not blow through his time limits and talk over Mr. Biden as he did relentlessly during their first debate in 2020.



"There should be firm time limits for answers, and alternate turns to speak -- so that the time is evenly divided and we have an exchange of views, not a spectacle of mutual interruption," Ms. O'Malley Dillon writes in the letter.



"A candidate's microphone should only be active when it is his turn to speak, to promote adherence to the rules and orderly proceedings."



The Biden campaign has also proposed criteria to limit which television networks are allowed to host the debate. It should only be hosted, Ms. O'Malley Dillon writes, by broadcast organizations that hosted both a Republican primary debate in 2016 in which Mr. Trump participated and a Democratic primary debate in 2020 in which Mr. Biden participated -- "so neither campaign can assert that the sponsoring organization is obviously unacceptable."



Networks that meet that mark include CBS News, ABC News, CNN and Telemundo.



And the debate moderators "should be selected by the broadcast host from among their regular personnel, so as to avoid a 'ringer' or partisan," Ms. O'Malley Dillon adds.



The absence of an audience could be a sticking point for Mr. Trump, who has often played to crowds at debates and in town halls, encouraged by their applause, catcalls and jeers.



Nonetheless, the Trump campaign has been complaining about the commission for months.



In a statement on May 1 condemning the organization, Ms. Wiles and Mr. LaCivita blasted the group for not agreeing to earlier debates given the fact that early voting begins well before Election Day.



"We must host debates earlier than ever before," they said. "Again, we call on every television network in America that wishes to host a debate to extend an invitation to our campaign and we will gladly negotiate with the Biden campaign, with or without the stubborn Presidential Debates Commission."



For decades, candidates in both parties have criticized the commission. In 2000, George W. Bush's campaign tried to engineer its own schedule of debates, but ultimately consented to debates led by the organization.




Barack Obama debating Mitt Romney in 2012.




In 2012, Republicans complained bitterly about the debates between Mitt Romney, their nominee, and the incumbent, President Barack Obama, when a moderator fact-checked Mr. Romney in real time during one debate.



In 2016, the Trump campaign fought with the commission over the seating of four women in the Trump family's box at a debate, three of whom had accused Hillary Clinton's husband, former President Bill Clinton, of sexual misconduct.



And in 2020, both the Trump and Biden teams struggled with the commission. Mr. Trump boycotted the second scheduled debate, which the organization decided to make a virtual event.



In 2022, the Republican National Committee -- which has no direct role in negotiating presidential debates with the commission -- voted unanimously to have the party nominee pull out of debates with the organization.



Reid J. Epstein
 contributed reporting.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/05/15/us/politics/biden-trump-debates.html
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How MSNBC's Leftward Tilt Delivers Ratings, and Complications



NBC's leaders have been forced to grapple with how to square its cable news network's embrace of progressive politics with the company's straight-news operation.








By Jim Rutenberg and Michael M. Grynbaum


May 15, 2024


MSNBC placed a big bet on becoming comfort TV for liberals. Then it doubled down.



Time slots on the cable network once devoted to news programming are now occupied by Trump-bashing opinion hosts. The channel has become a landing spot for high-profile alumni of President Biden's administration like Jen Psaki, who went from hosting White House press briefings to hosting her own show. On Super Tuesday, when producers aired a portion of a live speech by former President Donald J. Trump, Rachel Maddow 
chastised
 her bosses on the air.



The moves have been a hit with viewers. MSNBC has leapfrogged past its erstwhile rival CNN in the ratings and has seen viewership rise over the past year, securing second place in cable news behind the perennial leader, Fox News.



But MSNBC's success has had unintended consequences for its parent company, NBC, an original Big Three broadcaster that still strives to appeal to a mass American audience.



NBC's traditional political journalists have cycled between rancor and resignation that the cable network's partisanship -- a regular target of Mr. Trump -- will color perceptions of their straight news reporting. Local NBC stations between the coasts have demanded, again and again, that executives in New York do more to preserve NBC's nonpartisan brand, lest MSNBC's blue-state bent alienate their red-state viewers.



Even Comcast, NBC's corporate owner, which is loath to intervene in news coverage, took the rare step of conveying its concern to MSNBC's leaders when some hosts and guests criticized Israel as the Hamas attack was unfolding on Oct. 7, according to three people with knowledge of the discussions. An abrupt course correction to that coverage followed.



This account of the tensions roiling NBC and its corporate overseers is based on interviews with more than two dozen people with knowledge of the company's inner workings, almost all of whom insisted on anonymity to share details of internal discussions.



NBC declined to make its top executives available for interviews. The chairman of the NBCUniversal News Group, Cesar Conde, has said he wants his division -- which encompasses MSNBC, CNBC, a digital streaming service, Telemundo and journalistic stalwarts like "Nightly News," "Meet the Press" and "Today" -- to be a big tent.




Cesar Conde, who took over the NBC News Group four years ago, has said he wants it to be a big tent.




Yet his recent efforts to include more conservative voices on the airwaves generated newsroom suspicion and ultimately led to an embarrassing rebellion over the hiring of Ronna McDaniel, a former Republican Party chair who aided Mr. Trump's attempt to overturn his 2020 election loss.



MSNBC hosts, for their part, view their role in the political debate as more important than ever. They dismiss the accusation that MSNBC is a "Fox News for Democrats" and say their message -- that Mr. Trump's candidacy represents a unique and clear threat to democracy -- is an urgent one for the electorate to hear.




The MSNBC control room. "Our strategy is built on our distinct, complementary brands," the NBCUniversal News Group said. 




And executives inside NBC's corporate suites at Rockefeller Center say they are confident that viewers know the differences between the company's various news brands. Any related challenges, they argue, are of a high-class sort -- because their cable channels give NBC an advantage in relevance and revenue over its original Big Three competitors, ABC and CBS, which have no cable presence.



"Our strategy is built on our distinct, complementary brands including NBC News, CNBC, NBC News Now, MSNBC and Telemundo," the NBCUniversal News Group said in a statement. "That has driven our performance as the nation's leading news organization with the largest reach." (Comcast does not disclose the news division's earnings in its reports to Wall Street.)



The tensions inside NBC are, in some ways, a microcosm of the challenges facing many traditional news organizations as the country hurdles toward a tense presidential election: how to maintain trust and present neutral, fact-based reporting in a fractionalized era when partisanship carries vast financial and cultural rewards.



But the company's challenge is also unique. It must juggle a broadcast news operation bound by traditional standards of impartiality and a cable channel increasingly bound by the partisan preferences of an intensely loyal viewership. How NBC navigates these dueling imperatives will have important implications for Comcast, a Philadelphia-based conglomerate known for its aversion to the political spotlight.



It will also have consequences for coverage of the presidential campaign. Where MSNBC's cable news opinion-makers sustain and galvanize the Democratic faithful, the NBC broadcast network reaches millions of the potentially persuadable voters critical to both parties, which have sought to turn NBC's internal tensions to their own advantage.



Left, Right, Left



MSNBC has caused corporate headaches since its inception.



NBC formed the channel as a joint venture with Microsoft in 1996 with the hope that it would thrust "all the value of NBC News into the cable world," as Tom Rogers, a former NBC executive who helped found the cable network, described it in an interview.



But 
critics
 
mocked
 the new 24-hour channel for its informal approach to news, mixing NBC's biggest stars with younger personalities on a set reminiscent of Central Perk on "Friends." It was almost immediately outflanked by Fox News, which followed MSNBC to market that same year and rose to the top of the cable news ratings as the first 24-hour TV channel with an overt political appeal.



MSNBC 
struggled
 with its identity. It moved to the left ahead of the Iraq war -- and later 
moved right
 by hiring new hosts like the former Republican congressman Joe Scarborough. Soon it shifted leftward again, as the host 
Keith Olbermann
 hit a nerve with his strident anti-Bush -- and often anti-Fox -- commentary.




Joe Scarborough with his "Morning Joe" co-host, Mika Brzezinski, in 2010. His hiring was a sign of one of MSNBC's identity shifts. 




But when Andrew Lack, a veteran producer, took over NBC's news division in 2015, he decided the channel needed to tone down its partisan image. Under Mr. Lack -- who 
oversaw
 MSNBC's creation in an earlier NBC stint -- the cable network bumped the Rev. Al Sharpton from the weekday schedule, hired the former Fox anchor Greta Van Susteren and added more straightforward news programs, including a daily version of "Meet the Press," NBC's flagship political show, with Chuck Todd.




Rachel Maddow in 2008. The ratings for "The Rachel Maddow Show," and MSNBC, would surge during Donald J. Trump's presidency.




Mr. Todd 
was game
 -- but would come to believe that his MSNBC duties ultimately hurt the "Meet the Press" franchise, several people at NBC said in interviews. The daily version of the show fell increasingly out of step with MSNBC's partisan slant even as Republicans used its association with the liberal cable network to deny interview requests from the flagship Sunday edition of "Meet the Press."



Then, Mr. Trump's ascent shocked the Democratic base and spiked viewership of Ms. Maddow and other left-leaning hosts, whose programs became a kind of televised safe space. MSNBC's 
ratings surged
.



Conde Faces the Messiness



Mr. Conde succeeded Mr. Lack in spring 2020. A Wharton-trained business executive who sits on the boards of Walmart and PepsiCo, he came up through the corporate side of news, having led a turnaround at Telemundo after serving as the president of Univision Networks. Accordingly, Mr. Conde was expected to impose a more disciplined and neater corporate sensibility to the division.



He was almost immediately confronted by the messiness he had inherited.



Within a few weeks of Mr. Conde's ascension, Mr. Trump 
attacked
 NBC when it announced the hiring of a new contributor: Lisa Page, a former F.B.I. lawyer who became a lightning rod on the right for her role in the investigation into his campaign ties to Russia. After an initial MSNBC appearance she did not show up again.



A few months later, NBC faced 
criticism
 from the 
other direction
 when it booked Mr. Trump for a prime-time interview on the night of a presidential debate that he had boycotted. (Mr. Biden was appearing at the same time on ABC.) Ms. Maddow 
chastised
 her bosses about it on the air.



That sort of partisan tumult has often riled another important constituency for Mr. Conde: NBC's affiliated regional stations, which the company relies on to carry its major news programs to markets throughout the country.



The stations tend to be deeply embedded -- 
and deeply trusted
 -- in their communities. Many of them operate in red states or counties and chafed whenever MSNBC, which Mr. Trump regularly calls "MSDNC," drew conservative ire.



Over the years the affiliates, many of which would have been thrilled to see MSNBC's leftward tilt abandoned entirely, increasingly urged NBC executives to better distinguish its content from the NBC journalism like "Today" and "Nightly News" that they carried on their stations.



At one point after Mr. Conde took over, executives talked about the possibility of doubling down on partisanship and stripping MSNBC of news altogether, defining it as a pure opinion channel. The company would use the new NBC News Now streaming service, started under Noah Oppenheim when he was NBC News president, for 24-hour news, according to two people with knowledge of the conversations.



That idea fizzled. Mr. Conde was not prepared to entirely abandon news, but he began to better distinguish the various parts of his news division -- which effectively moved MSNBC and NBC News further apart.



In the Lack era, Mr. Oppenheim of NBC News and Phil Griffin, the longtime chief of MSNBC, often worked closely as they managed a collection of stars who worked for both networks, like Mr. Todd, Craig Melvin and Hallie Jackson.



Creating more distance between the cable and broadcast outlets, Mr. Conde and Mr. Griffin's successor, Rashida Jones, moved Mr. Todd, Ms. Jackson and Mr. Melvin off MSNBC to work exclusively at NBC News and NBC News Now. MSNBC's daytime block of hard news shrank to six hours from eight, as the cable network extended by an hour each two opinion shows with loyal followings: "Morning Joe" featuring Mr. Scarborough and his wife Mika Brzezinski, and "Deadline: White House" with Nicolle Wallace as host.



Nothing did more to signal that MSNBC was more tightly embracing its partisan direction than Ms. Jones's decision to hire Ms. Psaki and another Biden aide, Symone D. Sanders, straight from the White House.



It was the kind of revolving-door hiring that liberal pundits used to criticize when it happened with Fox News and the Trump administration.



It also created an awkward situation for the NBC News White House team, which was caught off guard when word that Ms. Psaki was in talks for the job 
leaked
 while she was still serving as White House press secretary.



A tense, televised confrontation followed in the White House briefing room when Kristen Welker, then NBC News's co-chief White House correspondent, asked her future colleague: "How is it ethical to have these conversations with media outlets while you continue to have a job standing behind that podium?"



Chasing a Broad Appeal



At the same time, NBC News was going through its own changes.



Early last year, Mr. Oppenheim left his post running NBC News, and Mr. Conde split his job in three. In a jigsaw-like structure, one executive now oversaw "Today," another "Nightly News" and NBC News Now, and a third "Meet the Press," "Dateline" and news coverage across numerous shows and platforms.



Mr. Conde said the new setup would provide "growth opportunities," with each show acting like its own megafranchise. "Today," for instance, includes an e-commerce business and online sites dedicated to cooking, wellness and books.



He gave his deputies another brief: making additional efforts to ensure that news coverage reflected a wider range of political viewpoints.



Mr. Conde wanted to get Republicans back onto shows.



That was in line with an industrywide recalibration. After four years of combat between the press and Mr. Trump, media companies 
have sought
 better ways to reach Trump supporters who feel alienated from mainstream news. Television executives were also concerned that Republican elected officials were shunning their shows in favor of the congenial confines of right-wing media.



It was especially thorny for NBC, as Mr. Trump continued to yoke NBC News to MSNBC while accusing them, along with Comcast, of committing "Country Threatening Treason."



A chance for a fresh start seemed to come last September when Ms. Welker succeeded Mr. Todd as the moderator of "Meet the Press."




Kristen Welker, the new moderator for NBC's "Meet the Press," initially objected when executives wanted her to interview Mr. Trump for her debut episode.




According to several people with knowledge of the internal discussions, Mr. Conde and Ms. Welker agreed that she should make booking both Mr. Trump and Mr. Biden for interviews a priority. Mr. Biden declined; Mr. Trump accepted.



But when Mr. Conde said she should schedule the Trump interview for her debut episode, Ms. Welker disagreed. Questioning the mendacious former president can be a high-wire act for even the most experienced TV interviewers, and Ms. Welker did not think it was a wise way to introduce herself to viewers. She acquiesced only after coaxing from Mr. Conde and several of his deputies.



Ms. Welker worked to fact-check Mr. Trump in real time while also eliciting 
an admission
 that he ignored his own campaign lawyers when they told him there was no evidence the 2020 presidential election results were rigged. Mr. Trump steamrolled ahead with a litany of lies nonetheless. The interview was panned on social media -- complete with a "#boycottmeetthepress" campaign -- but was deemed a success by Mr. Conde.



Mr. Conde and Rebecca Blumenstein, a former editor at The New York Times whom Mr. Conde hired as one of his top deputies, also worked aggressively to secure a Republican primary debate in fall 2023, pitching Ms. McDaniel and other Republican officials in person.



They succeeded, but only after accepting 
terms
 that unsettled some journalists within the company. NBC agreed to include a moderator from a right-wing media company, Salem Radio, and stream the debate live on Rumble, a video site that frequently hosts pro-Nazi and other extremist content. (NBC executives have defended the decision, noting that Rumble was already the party's official streamer and had no editorial input.)



The debate received good marks in the press. And in general, red-state affiliates felt that Mr. Conde was doing a better job of bringing balance to NBC News, according to an executive at one company that owns affiliates.



Reverberations Continue



Each network was now set on its own distinct course: MSNBC toward more partisan and progressive opinion, and NBC News toward Mr. Conde's commitment to "presenting our audiences with a widely diverse set of viewpoints and experiences," as he put it.



But each tripped over the limits of its approach in an election landscape already littered with ideological tripwires.



When Hamas staged its terror attack against Israel on Oct. 7, MSNBC mixed breaking news of the attacks with discussions about the historical backdrop of Israel's treatment of Palestinians. The coverage reflected views on the left -- and presaged the pro-Palestinian demonstrations that would soon grow in number -- but it struck many others as discordant, or even offensive, given that the violence was still coming into view.



"I love this network, but I've got to ask: Who's writing your scripts? Hamas?" Jonathan Greenblatt, the Anti-Defamation League chief executive, 
asked
 two days later on "Morning Joe."



Some of the blowback came from within.



In a call with Mr. Conde, Michael Cavanagh, the president of Comcast, who oversees NBC, shared concerns about that initial coverage, according to three people with knowledge of the discussions. Mr. Conde harbored the same concerns, according to a person briefed on their conversation, and he directed MSNBC to be more circumspect and to focus on facts, not opinions, in those initial days.



Five months later, Mr. Conde thought he had achieved a milestone at NBC News in his efforts to integrate right-wing perspectives into its programming. At the recommendation of Ms. Blumenstein and Carrie Budoff Brown, who oversees political coverage, Mr. Conde hired Ms. McDaniel, the former Republican Party chair, as a contributor who could offer on-air commentary.




The decision to hire Ronna McDaniel, a former chair of the Republican National Committee, to be a contributor to NBC News caused an uproar in the news division.




If the hiring was in service of Mr. Conde's goal of adding balance, it came as an unwelcome surprise to NBC's ranks of correspondents, hosts and anchors. Ms. Welker had booked Ms. McDaniel for her next episode of "Meet the Press" -- as a guest, not as a colleague. In the interview, she grilled Ms. McDaniel about 
her role
 in Mr. Trump's effort to overturn the 2020 election result, actions that many at NBC and MSNBC viewed as disqualifying for a job there.



Mr. Todd, appearing as a guest on that day's episode, unleashed a live, on-air denunciation of his bosses after the interview that left the control room in stunned silence. His 
rebellion
 carried over the next day on MSNBC, from "Morning Joe" up through "The Rachel Maddow Show." Under pressure, Mr. Conde broke the deal with Ms. McDaniel, a move that only served to upset the Republicans he was trying to attract.



In the aftermath, NBC's public stumble turned into a point of contention on the presidential campaign trail. The Republican Party said it was weighing an attempt to restrict NBC News at this summer's convention, while Mr. Trump yet again bashed "Fake News NBC."



Aides to Mr. Biden were also perturbed about the McDaniel hire, viewing it as part of a broader attempt by NBC News to overcompensate for MSNBC's decidedly pro-Biden stance. In private conversations with NBC correspondents, Biden aides have argued that "Nightly News," whose huge audience is of critical political importance to the campaign, was taking it easy on Mr. Trump and treating Mr. Biden too harshly.



Executives at NBC dismissed these complaints, saying the partisan brickbats simply come with the territory. They believe that each campaign will use anything at its disposal to pressure news organizations for more favorable coverage.



The company pointed to comments made by Mr. Conde after the McDaniel imbroglio: "We will redouble our efforts to seek voices that represent different parts of the political spectrum." It also shared data intended to show strong performance across its cable, broadcast and online operations.



The message was clear. Regardless of any turbulence, NBC has no plans to change course.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/05/15/business/media/nbc-msnbc-trump-biden.html
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Attempted Assassination of Slovak Leader Puts Europe on Edge   



Prime Minister Robert Fico of Slovakia, an ally of Vladimir V. Putin and Viktor Orban, was shot multiple times on Wednesday, stoking fears that Europe's polarized politics were tipping into violence.



By Cassandra Vinograd, Andrew Higgins and Richard Perez-Pena


May 15, 2024


A gunman shot Prime Minister Robert Fico of Slovakia, who is known for defying his fellow leaders in the European Union, multiple times at close range on Wednesday, in the most serious attack on a European leader in decades.



Mr. Fico was shot after emerging from the House of Culture in Handlova, a town in central Slovakia, as he greeted a small crowd in Banikov Square. He was rushed to a nearby hospital, then airlifted to another hospital for emergency surgery.



Hours later, the deputy prime minister, Tomas Taraba, told the BBC that Mr. Fico's situation was no longer life-threatening, and he expected the prime minister to survive.



The gunman, identified by Slovak news outlets as a 71-year-old poet, was immediately wrestled to the ground by security officers.



The interior minister, Matus Sutaj Estok, said at a news conference that Mr. Fico was shot five times and that the initial evidence "clearly points to a political motivation." Asked to name the attacker, he said, "Not today."






The attempted assassination stoked fears that Europe's increasingly polarized and venomous political debates had tipped into violence.



Mr. Fico began his three-decade political career as a leftist but over the years shifted to the right. He served as prime minister from 2006 to 2010 and from 2012 to 2018, before returning to power in elections last year. After being ousted amid street protests in 2018, he was re-elected on a platform of social conservatism, nationalism and promises of generous welfare programs.



His opposition to military support for Ukraine, friendly relations with President Vladimir V. Putin of Russia and other positions have put him outside the European mainstream. Like his ally Viktor Orban, the prime minister of Hungary, Mr. Fico has been a frequent critic of the European Union.




Mr. Fico speaking to people in Handlova, moments before the shooting.




Like Mr. Orban and the Dutch far-right leader Geert Wilders, Mr. Fico has delighted in presenting himself as a pugnacious fighter for the common man, a forthright enemy of liberal elites and a bulwark against immigration from outside Europe, particularly by Muslims.



His critics have accused Mr. Fico of undermining the independence of the news media, opposed his efforts to restrict foreign funding of civic organizations and called him a threat to democracy. They accuse Mr. Fico of seeking to take Slovakia back to the repressive days of the Soviet bloc.



Mr. Fico's political career appeared to be over after his ouster in 2018, but he found new support last year by promoting anti-L.G.B.T.Q. positions, attacking the European Union as a threat to national sovereignty and opposing the continued supply of weapons to Ukraine.



In his tenure as prime minister, Slovakia became the first country to stop sending weapons to Ukraine, though nonmilitary aid continued.



His return to power last year mirrored a wider trend across much of Europe: the decline of support for center-left and center-right parties that calmly traded places after elections and agreed on most things.



The shooting was captured on videos, which show Mr. Fico, 59, approaching a small group of people behind a waist-high metal barrier, when an older man stepped forward and fired a handgun from just a few feet away.



On a video from Radio and Television of Slovakia, a public broadcaster, and verified by The New York Times, five apparent gunshots can be heard.



With the first bang, Mr. Fico doubled over at the waist and fell backward onto a bench as more were heard. Security officers then hustled him into a black Audi several feet away, half-carrying him to the car's rear door.



A post
 on the prime minister's official and verified Facebook page said that Mr. Fico was in "life-threatening condition." "The next few hours will decide," the post said. Government officials did not say what part of his body was hit.



There was no immediate comment from the police about the attack, the most serious attempt on the life of a European head of government since Prime Minister Zoran Djindjic of Serbia was 
assassinated in 2003
.



The shooting drew a chorus of condemnation from world leaders, including President Biden, who called it a "horrific act of violence," and Mr. Putin, who lauded Mr. Fico as a "courageous and strong-minded man."




A person is detained after a shooting incident.




The president of Slovakia, Zuzana Caputova, whose position is largely ceremonial, said in a statement, "The shooting of the prime minister is first and foremost an attack on a human being -- but it's also an attack on democracy."



Some of Mr. Fico's allies in Parliament suggested that his liberal opponents had created the atmosphere for the shooting.



Michal Simecka, the chairman of the opposition party Progressive Slovakia, said he shared in the "horror" of the attack but warned against spreading "false information" about the assailant. In a post on the social-media platform X, he stressed that the attacker was not a member of his movement or connected to his party in any way.



Mr. Fico 
stepped down as prime minister
 in 2018, after weeks of mass demonstrations over the murders of a journalist, who was uncovering government corruption, and his fiancee. Protesters said the government was not interested in solving the crime. Several people were later convicted of involvement in the murders, but a businessman accused of orchestrating them was acquitted.




Moving Mr. Fico to a hospital in the town of Banska Bystrica, in central Slovakia.




Reporting was contributed by 
Gaya Gupta
, 
Pavol Strba
, 
Daniel Victor
, 
Lauren Leatherby
, 
Matthew Mpoke Bigg
 and 
Matina Stevis-Gridneff
.
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'Chelsea' Asked for Nude Pictures. Then the Sextortion Began.



Young men are being coerced into sending naked pictures to scammers pretending to be women -- who then demand money. The consequences can be devastating.




"David," a 32-year-old pharmacy technician, fell for a sextortion scam. 




By Sarah Maslin Nir


May 15, 2024


The Instagram message popped up from a girl named Chelsea: "Howdy."



David didn't know anyone named Chelsea, but he clicked through her profile: She had brown hair and a nice smile; under her name was a quote from the Bible. He thought it was sort of weird that she was messaging him, a stranger, in the middle of a workday, but her pouty selfies made that easy to ignore.



He was hesitant when she asked him to chat, but soon her flirty messages escalated to a volley of explicit pictures, and David, a 32-year-old pharmacy technician, got carried away. When she asked him for a nude, he hardly thought twice, he said. He slipped into the bathroom at the New Jersey hospital where he works, took a picture and hit send.



Within seconds, the threats began.



David's phone lit up with messages: pictures he had sent with his genitals exposed alongside screenshots of his Instagram followers with whom he shares a last name -- his family. "She said: I'm demanding $500, if not I'm going to send it to all of these people," said David, who asked that only his middle name be used to protect his privacy. "Then she started a countdown."



But there was no Chelsea. The real person behind the account, David said, was a man who, over the course of three fraught days, inadvertently revealed he was in Nigeria as he demanded hundreds of dollars to keep David's pictures private. As he paid up, David joined the thousands of people cowed under a new scam that has exploded over the past three years to become the fastest-growing cybercrime, according to both the F.B.I. and the Department of Homeland Security.



Called financial sextortion, it is a uniquely modern riff on the romance scams of yesteryear in which the lonely were seduced into parting with their money by people posing as suitors. In other versions of the scheme that focus on women and girls, explicit images are typically coerced for sexual gratification or to be sold as pornography. This new iteration preys on young men and teenage boys, and the images are held as ransom -- often for as little as a few hundred dollars, to be paid typically through cryptocurrency or even gift cards from the sender.



But cybercrime agencies caution not to be deceived by the seemingly small stakes. Many victims caught in this scam are minors -- of the 13,000 reports of financial sextortion the F.B.I. received between October 2021 to March 2023, a vast majority of them involved boys. And though David's dealings with "Chelsea" cost him $750 (as well as spiraling anxiety and a deep sense of humiliation), the consequences for young boys can be devastating. According to the F.B.I., between January 2021 and July 2023, at least 20 teenagers, when faced with the threat that an embarrassing photo would ruin their lives, have killed themselves.



"They can't understand temporary versus forever," said Mary Rodee, the mother of Riley Basford, a 15-year-old from Potsdam, N.Y., who in 2021 killed himself just hours after he was enticed by a scammer who posed as a girl his age on Facebook. After Riley sent nude photos of himself, the scammer demanded $3,500 to have them returned. Since her son's death, Ms. Rodee, an elementary schoolteacher, has become an outspoken educator about sextortion.



She also has joined the ranks of parents and cybersecurity experts lobbying for better protections from the social media that the scammers use. "It is really hard to just live with knowing that these people who did this to Riley continue to get away with it," Ms. Rodee said. "I just can't understand, how can the tech companies not immediately stop them? Because they could."



Sextortion tips for scammers




Paul Raffile, a cyberintelligence analyst, was stunned to find out how brazen sextortion scammers were in sharing techniques among themselves. 




In a co-working space in New Haven, Conn., 
Paul Raffile
, a cyberintelligence analyst, put up shades to mask his work computer screen -- it was filled with the social media profiles of sextorters sharing their spoils on TikTok. Last year, Mr. Raffile was introduced to sextortion when a friend contacted him for help with a humiliating problem.



He was stunned by how open the scammers were about their exploits, bragging about their marks (whom they refer to as "clients") and comparing best practices on public message boards and social media accounts. Since then, Mr. Raffile has made it the focus of his work at the 
Network Contagion Research Institute
, an independent organization that identifies and forecasts online threats.



"It was extremely shocking, the number of people -- especially young people -- being targeted by the scam on a daily basis," he said. "It was insane to see just how cavalier they were being, and how public and open they were about sextorting victims."



He learned how they typically work. First, a scammer located in, say, the Ivory Coast, will create an attractive female avatar. To find targets, he may trawl a high school football team's social media account and "friend" all the players; those who accept the friend request are sent flirtatious messages. Once the person has obtained a photo -- one that shows both genitals and face, for more leverage -- the scammer will use that list of people as well as the victim's online friend list as a weapon, threatening to send the compromising picture to teammates, coaches and teachers.



On his screen, Mr. Raffile pulled up what amounts to a school for sextorters: online marketplaces on TikTok, YouTube and Scribd, a popular repository of documents, where you can browse through libraries of extortion scripts, known in the trade as "formats." These are step-by-step guides on how to blackmail, or in the shorthand of the scammers, "BM." The scripts, some of which are for sale on the site, include things like the best words and phrases to seduce a victim into handing over a picture, and even instructions on how to instill the right amount of panic.



The method has become so common that when a different New Jersey man was duped into sending a scammer nude photos, the man immediately raced to a drugstore to follow the scammer's directions: load $1,000 onto as many gift cards as necessary and send the redemption codes. At the register, the store manager took one look at the gift cards and tried to stop him, the man said; the manager had seen this before.



The man, who asked not to be named, said he was too afraid to heed the advice. He sent the money anyway.



'Your world is not over.'




Mike Prado works in a Homeland Security unit where analysts look through the digital footprints of sextorters.




Financial sextortion emerged on law enforcement radar about five years ago, according to Mike Prado, the deputy assistant director of the Homeland Security Investigations Cyber Crimes Center. Known as C3, the center is a hub based in Fairfax, Va., about 30 minutes west of Washington. In a hulking office building with hallway wallpaper meant to evoke binary code, forensic analysts sift through the digital footprints of online criminals, including sextorters.



From 2022 to 2023, about 2,300 sextortion cases came into C3, Mr. Prado said; since October 2023, there have been 8,000. But even that notable jump is most likely an undercount, he said, because of the shame many victims feel. As an example of the potential scope: Last year, the parent company of Snapchat conducted a 
survey
 of over 1,000 teenagers and young adults that found nearly half had been recently approached sexually across different social media by strangers. Nearly half of those who shared explicit pictures were met with sextortion attempts.



"The consequences of this could not be more serious," Mr. Prado said. "It is inordinately affecting children, and young boys in particular."



U.S. law enforcement has gone after scammers abroad successfully a few times: After a Michigan teenager named Jordan DeMay shot himself following the scam in 2022, two Nigerian brothers, Samuel Ogoshi, 22, and Samson Ogoshi, 20, were arrested in Lagos this past summer following an F.B.I. investigation and extradited to Michigan.



In April both 
pleaded guilty
 to conspiring to exploit teenage boys -- there were hundreds of other victims, according to the F.B.I. -- which entails a mandatory minimum sentence of 15 years in prison.



But in most instances, Homeland Security's investigation begins and ends in the center in Fairfax. While there have been some arrests made abroad, the United States has no formal extradition agreement with many of the countries where the scammers are. The Ivory Coast, which analysts at the Cyber Crime Center have located as the primary location of financial sextortion cases, has no such agreement.



"It absolutely is a source of frustration, which is why we have switched tactics to a certain degree, and are really focusing on the prevention and education piece," Mr. Prado said. For victims, he said, "It is important to note your world is not over."



A push for digital guardrails




Mary Rodee, holding a picture of her son, Riley, has become a frequent visitor to the U.S. Capitol.




Ms. Rodee is haunted by the fact that her son, Riley, didn't realize he had options once he hit send. Part of her work now, she said, is changing the longstanding messaging to children that the internet is forever, an approach that advocates and law enforcement have also begun to take.



But she and others lay most of the blame on social media companies that she says are not doing enough to block the scam accounts. Ms. Rodee has become a regular at the U.S. Capitol, lobbying Congress to pass laws that would require tech companies to install stronger digital guardrails for minors, among other reforms. This week, President Biden signed into law the REPORT Act, which requires social media platforms to report crimes involving enticement of children, which they are not currently required to do.



"Even though I'm sick and sad, I can't stop trying or give up," Ms. Rodee said.



In early April, Meta, which owns Instagram and Facebook, announced it would be testing an optional security feature to both block unwanted nude images and remind senders to think twice before sharing their own. It is developing new tech to identify potential sextortion accounts, among other measures.



"This is a highly adversarial space," Antigone Davis, the global head of safety for Meta, said in a statement. "Determined scammers and criminals evolve their tactics to try and evade our protections."



Others want to hold tech accountable not for future incidents but for past negligence: 
Brandon Guffey
's teenage son, Gavin, killed himself in 2022 after falling prey to a sextortion scam. In January, Mr. Guffey, a South Carolina state representative, sued Meta for what he claims is the tech company's failure to provide adequate child protections.



"You are allowing someone from outside this country to contact minors, and they exchange child pornography through their channels, and yet they try to claim that it is not their problem," Representative Guffey said in an interview. "They put profit over people, and sad to say, one of those people was my son," he said.



The cybersecurity researcher, Mr. Raffile, agreed with the assessment that tech companies have much more to do to address a problem of which they are fully aware, despite recent moves to cooperate with law enforcement and roll out new safety features.



On Reddit, victims on one sextortion forum share encouragement and empathy with distraught newcomers. There is hard-won advice from Reddit commenters -- don't pay; the pictures won't actually ruin your life -- and links to resources like the 
National Center for Missing and Exploited Children
, a nonprofit clearinghouse for crimes involving children, where the crime can be reported, and which offers methods for getting pictures exposed online removed.



This is the tack the Department of Homeland Security is taking. In April it announced a nationwide rollout of awareness campaigns that will include signs at Major League Baseball games and NASCAR rallies, as well as partnerships with groups like the Boy Scouts of America. Special agents will visits schools to inform teenagers of the crime and how to avoid falling victim.



On a recent afternoon, at one such presentation in the auditorium of Preston High, a Catholic girls' school in the Throgs Neck section of the Bronx, several hundred students sat before a special agent with Homeland Security Investigations in New York, half-listening as he told them about the perils of sextortion.



As he spoke, at least a third of the students appeared to drift off.
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When Did Everything Become a 'Journey'?



Changing our hair, getting divorced, taking spa vacations -- they're not just things we do; they're "journeys." The quest for better health is the greatest journey of all.








By Lisa Miller


May 13, 2024


Drew Barrymore has been talking with Gayle King about her 
perimenopause "journey
," and the soccer phenom Carli Lloyd has just divulged her 
fertility "journey
." By sharing her breast cancer story, Olivia Munn 
has said
 she hopes she will "help others find comfort, inspiration, and support on their own journey." A 
recent interview
 with Anne Hathaway has been posted on Instagram with a headline highlighting her "
sobriety journey
," and Kelly Clarkson has opened up about what Women's Health calls her "
weight loss journey
." On TikTok, a zillion influencer-guides lead pilgrims on journeys through such ephemeral realms as faith, healing, grief, friendship, mastectomy, and therapy -- often selling courses, supplements or eating plans as if they were talismans to help safeguard their path.



"Journey" has decisively taken its place in American speech. The word holds an upbeat utility these days, signaling struggle without darkness or detail, and expressing -- in the broadest possible way -- an individual's experience of travails over time.



It's often related to physical or mental health, but it can really be about anything: "Putting on your socks can be a journey of self-discovery," said Beth Patton, who lives in Central Indiana and has relapsing polychondritis, an inflammatory disorder. In the chronic disease community, she said, "journey" is a debated word. "It's a way to romanticize ordinary or unpleasant experiences, like, 'Oh, this is something special and magical.'" Not everyone appreciates this, she said.



According to the linguistics professor Jesse Egbert at Northern Arizona University, the use of "journey" (the noun) has nearly doubled in American English since 1990, with the most frequent instances occurring online. Mining a new database of conversational American English he and colleagues are building, Egbert could show exactly how colloquial "journey" has become: One woman in Pennsylvania described her "journey to become a morning person," while another, in Massachusetts, said she was "on a journey of trying to like fish."



Egbert was able to further demonstrate how the word itself has undergone a transformative journey -- what linguists call "semantic drift." It wasn't so long ago that Americans mostly used "journey" to mean a literal trip, whereas now it's more popular as a metaphor. Egbert demonstrated this by searching the more than one billion words in a database called COCA for the nouns people put before "journey" to clarify what sort they're on. Between 1990 and 2005, the most common modifier was "return," followed by words like "ocean," "train," "mile," "night," "overland," and "bus."



But between 2006 and 2019, usage shifted. "Return" remains the most common noun modifier to journey, but now it's followed closely by "faith," "cancer," and "life." Among the top 25 nouns used to modify "journey" today are: "soul," "adoption," and "hair."



In almost every language, "journey" has become a way to talk abstractly about outcomes, for good reason: According to what linguists call the "primary metaphor theory," humans learn as babies crawling toward their toys that "'purpose' and 'destination' coincide," said Elena Semino, a linguist at Lancaster University who specializes in metaphor. As we become able to accomplish our goals while sitting still (standardized tests! working from home!), ambition and travel diverge. Yet we continue to envision achievement as a matter of forward progress. This is why we say, "'I know what I want, but I don't know how to get there,'" Semino explained. "Or 'I'm at a crossroads.'"



So it's not surprising, perhaps, that as Americans started seeing good health as a desirable goal, achievable through their own actions and choices -- and marketers encouraged these pursuits and commodified them -- the words "journey" and "health" became inextricably linked. In 1898, C.W. Post wrote a pamphlet he called "The Road to Wellville," which he attached to each box of his new product, Grape-Nuts. In 1926, the Postum Cereal Company republished the pamphlet as 
a small book
, now with the subtitle, "A Personally Conducted Journey to the Land of Good Health by the Route of Right Living."



The language (and business) of self-help so completely saturates culture, "it gets kind of hard to trace where a word started and where it came from," said Jessica Lamb-Shapiro, author of "Promise Land: My Journey Through America's Self-Help Culture." Americans like to put an optimistic, brave spin on suffering, and "journey" seeped in because, Lamb-Shapiro speculated, it's bland enough to "tackle really difficult things," yet positive enough to "make them palatable and tolerable."



"Journey" had fully entered medical speak by the 2010s. Many cancer patients recoiled from the "battle" language traditionally used by doctors, as well as by friends and relatives. In "Illness as Metaphor," Susan Sontag had noted back in 1978 that "every physician and every attentive patient is familiar with, if perhaps inured to, this military terminology." But now, opposition to the notion of disease as an enemy combatant reached a crescendo. To reflexively call an experience of cancer a battle created "winners" and "losers," where death or long suffering represented a failure -- of will, strength, determination, diet, behavior, or outlook -- on the part of the patient.



Many patients "detest" the military metaphor, Robert Miller 
conceded
 in Oncology Times in 2010. Knowing this, Miller, then a breast cancer oncologist affiliated with Johns Hopkins, said he struggled to find the right words in composing a condolence note to a patient's spouse. "I welcome suggestions," he wrote.



"Journey" seemed less judgmental, more neutral. In Britain, the National Health Service had started to almost exclusively use "journey" language in reference to cancer (treatments were "pathways"). Semino, the metaphor expert whose father had died of cancer at a time when patients' diagnoses were hidden from them, wanted to examine how patients talked about it -- and whether that language caused them harm. In a 
research paper
 Semino published with colleagues in 2015, she looked at how patients talked about their cancer on forums online and found that they still used "battle" as often as they did "journey," and that "journey" could be disempowering, as well.



For some people, talking about cancer as a "journey" gave them a sense of control and camaraderie -- buddies traveling the same path -- but others used the term to convey their exhaustion. Having cancer "is like trying to drive a coach and horses uphill with no back wheels on the coach," one man wrote. Patients used "journey" to describe just how passive they felt or how reluctant to bear the burden of their disease. Separately, patients have told Semino how much they hate the word "journey," saying it trivializes their experience, that it's cliched.



But it was too late: The metaphor already was everywhere. In 2014, Anna Wintour 
was asked
 which word she would like to banish from the fashion lexicon and she said, "journey." The following year, Yolanda Foster, the mother of Gigi and Bella Hadid, told 
People magazine
 that while she was on her Lyme disease journey, two of her children were afflicted, too. Medical journals and government publications began describing 
insomnia
, 
the effort to achieve health-care reform
, 
diabetes
, and 
the development of RSV vaccines
 as a journey. The term "healing journey," in use since at least the mid-2010s, blew up around 2021. The phrase in news media referenced the experience of 
cancer
, 
celebrity weight loss
, 
trafficking of Indigenous children
, 
Sean Combs's creative process
, 
spa vacations
, 
amputation
, and 
better sex
.



On the Reddit channel Chronic Illness, one poster eloquently fumed that persistent sickness is not a journey. "It's endless, pointless and repetitive. There's no new ground to gain here." The cultural insistence on illness as a journey, from which a traveler can learn useful, or even life-changing lessons, becomes something to "disassociate from, survive, endure." It "causes social isolation."



Although she concedes its downsides, Stephanie Swanson likes to think of herself as on a journey. Swanson, who is 37 and lives in Kansas City, was an engineer by training, with three young children, a career and a sideline as an aerialist, when she got long Covid in the summer of 2022. The things that had made her successful -- her physical stamina, her ability to solve problems -- evaporated. "I've had to give up my career, my hobbies, my physical abilities," she said. "I've gained 30 pounds on my tiny dancer body. I'm doing the best I can with what I have."



Swanson makes a distinction between "journey" and "trip": The latter is circumscribed by a start, an end, and hotel and restaurant reservations along the way. She sees "journey" as a way to capture the arc of a whole life.



When she was running operations at a medical center at the University of Kansas, she always imagined slowing down to enjoy her kids more or to read a book, but "I felt like my head was going to explode." Now Swanson has become a person who must rent a wheelchair for her upcoming trip to New York City, and she likes how "journey" accommodates all the challenging, unexpected circumstances she confronts. "To me, the word 'journey' resonates with choosing to be on a path of acceptance but not standing still," she said. "I'm not giving up, but recognizing that this is the path I'm on."



Ramani Durvasula uses "journey" advisedly. A clinical psychologist in Los Angeles who treats women in emotionally abusive relationships, she recognizes how "journey" has been "eye-rollingly cheapened" and has started to experiment with alternatives. She's tried "process." She's tried "healing trajectory." But she falls back on journey, because it, more than any other word, expresses the step-by-step, sometimes circular or backward nature of enduring something hard. "Arguably, a journey doesn't have a destination," she said. "Have you ever taken a hike in a loop? And you end up exactly where you parked your car?"



But Durvasula does object to the easy-breezy healing so many journey hashtags promote, what she calls the "post-sobriety, post-weight-loss, now-I'm-in-love-again-after-my-toxic-relationship" reels. Too many TikToks show the crying in the car then the cute party dress, skipping over the middle, when people feel ugly, angry, self-loathing, and hopeless. "I want to see the hell," she said. "I want to see the nightmare."



When in 2020 a Swedish linguist named Charlotte Hommerberg 
studied
 how advanced cancer patients describe their experience, she found they used "battle" and "journey," like everyone else. But most also used a third metaphor that conveyed not progress, fight or hope. They said cancer was like "imprisonment," a feeling of being stuck -- like a "free bird in a cage," one person wrote. Powerless and going nowhere.
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Defense Blames Senator Menendez's Wife as Bribery Trial Starts



Senator Robert Menendez is charged in a vast international web of corruption. His federal trial began on Wednesday.




"He took no bribes," Senator Robert Menendez's lawyer told the jury in his opening statement in the senator's federal trial.




By Benjamin Weiser and Tracey Tully


May 16, 2024


A lawyer for Senator Robert Menendez on Wednesday laid blame for the bribery charges the senator faces squarely on his wife -- a woman he found "dazzling" but who, his lawyer said, hid her past dire finances and the source of her newfound income from her powerful husband.



She had kept him in the dark about "what she was asking others to give her," the lawyer, Avi Weitzman, told a jury in opening statements at the start of the senator's federal corruption trial in Manhattan.



The gold and some of the cash that the F.B.I. found in a search of the senator's New Jersey home -- items that prosecutors say were bribes -- were kept in a locked closet where his wife, Nadine Menendez, stored her clothing, Mr. Weitzman said.



"He did not know of the gold bars that existed in that closet," Mr. Weitzman added, describing Mr. Menendez as an American patriot and "lifelong public servant" who "took no bribes."



Prosecutors have charged Mr. Menendez, 70, and his wife with accepting gifts worth hundreds of thousands of dollars, including cash, gold, home furnishings and a $60,000 Mercedes, in exchange for political favors for friends at home and the governments of Egypt and Qatar. 



It is the second bribery trial of Mr. Menendez, a Democrat who has long been dogged by allegations of corruption. He walked away largely unscathed from the first, which ended in a hung jury in 2017 in New Jersey. But the new charges, leveled in September by a federal grand jury in Manhattan,  are likely to end the senator's three-decade career in Congress.



On Wednesday, a federal prosecutor, Lara Pomerantz, presented Mr. Menendez as a high-ranking elected official with his hands out all the time, a senator "who put his power up for sale."



"This was not politics as usual," Ms. Pomerantz said as she mapped out a complicated web of charges, using short sentences and colloquial language. "This was politics for profit."



The trial and the wildly clashing portraits of Mr. Menendez promised to offer a rare look at the inner workings of government and the private life of one of the nation's most powerful elected officials.



More than once Ms. Pomerantz turned and gestured toward Mr. Menendez, who was seated behind her, flanked by his lawyers. The senator leaned forward attentively, but showed no obvious emotion, his hand at times resting on his chin and over his mouth.



The indictment charges Ms. Menendez with being a go-between who acted as a conduit for bribes and messages. And the senator's defense, if not gallant, also may not harm her own defense; it is unlikely to be admissible as evidence at her trial, which is slated to start in July.



Ms. Menendez, 57, was not in court on Wednesday.



She was initially to be tried alongside her husband, but the judge, Sidney H. Stein, postponed her trial after her lawyers said she had a "serious medical condition" that would require surgery and a potentially long recovery period. Her lawyers had no comment about Mr. Weitzman's claims.



Because she is facing charges herself and legally cannot be compelled to testify against her husband, it is unlikely that she will testify at Mr. Menendez's trial.



Mr. Weitzman, in an hourlong statement, told the jury that the senator was aware of gold that Ms. Menendez said she had inherited from her family -- rug dealers, originally from Armenia, who emigrated to the United States from Lebanon when Ms. Menendez was a child. But he said she had kept secret other gold bars that prosecutors say were given to her by a co-defendant, Fred Daibes.



The couple began dating in early 2018 and married in 2020, about six months after Mr. Menendez moved into his fiancee's modest, split-level home in Englewood Cliffs, N.J.



The senator, Mr. Weitzman said, was enchanted by Ms. Menendez, who has a master's degree in French and speaks four languages.



"Bob fell for her," he said.



But they never shared a bank account, or even a cellphone plan, he said, and spent much of the week living apart while the senator was in Washington.



Mr. Menendez is being tried with two New Jersey businessmen -- Mr. Daibes and Wael Hana -- who prosecutors say benefited from the scheme and helped to funnel bribes to the couple. The senator, his wife, Mr. Hana and Mr. Daibes have all pleaded not guilty.




Wael Hana, a businessman, also faces charges in the trial.




The charges against Mr. Menendez, when first announced by Damian Williams, the U.S. attorney for the Southern District of New York, rattled Washington and spurred calls for the senator's resignation, even from previously staunch supporters like New Jersey's junior senator, 
Cory Booker, and the state's governor, Philip D. Murphy.



Judge Stein told prospective jurors that the trial could last nearly two months. Much of the prosecution's case will be presented through the testimony of witnesses, including a New Jersey businessman, Jose Uribe, who was charged and later pleaded guilty and is cooperating with the government.



The prosecutor, Ms. Pomerantz, indicated the government would also display for the jury what the indictment described as "fruits" of the alleged bribery scheme.



These include some of the more than $480,000 in cash and 13 bars of gold bullion, worth more than $100,000, that prosecutors say were found in the search of the Menendezes' home, in June 2022. Much of the cash was stuffed in envelopes and hidden in clothes, closets and a safe, the indictment says.



Mr. Menendez, in news conferences and interviews, has consistently maintained his innocence, saying he would be exonerated and leaving open the possibility of 
running for re-election
 in November as an independent. But he declined to seek the Democratic nomination for the seat, and a June 4 primary is proceeding without his name on the ballot.



On the Senate floor in January, he said 
the Southern District
 prosecutors had built charges on "baseless conjecture, not facts," and that they were engaged "not in a prosecution but a persecution."



The indictment alleges an audacious array of schemes. Mr. Menendez is accused of steering weapons and aid to Egypt at a time when there were questions in Congress over that country's human rights record. He tried to interfere with several state and federal criminal investigations that involved Mr. Uribe and Mr. Daibes, prosecutors say. He also is charged with using his influence to help Mr. Hana's halal meat certification business win a lucrative monopoly in Egypt.



"Robert Menendez was a United States senator on the take, motivated by greed, focused on how much money he could put in his own pocket and in his wife's," Ms. Pomerantz told the jury.



Soon after he was charged, Mr. Menendez offered a public explanation for at least some of the cash investigators discovered in his house. He said he routinely withdrew large sums of money from his savings account, a custom he said he had learned from his Cuban immigrant parents.



Mr. Menendez's lawyers have since said in court papers they wanted to have a psychiatrist testify about the senator's habit of stockpiling money. The doctor, they wrote, would tell the jury that the practice was rooted in deep psychological trauma tied to the death by suicide of Mr. Menendez's father nearly a half century ago, and a family history of confiscated property in Cuba.



The government objected to the potential testimony, and on Tuesday Judge Stein said he would not allow it.



The jury of six men and six women -- as well as six alternate jurors -- was selected and sworn in by Judge Stein a little before 1 p.m. on Wednesday, after two-and-a-half days of questioning. The jurors come from New York City and Westchester County, and several of them have advanced degrees. The group includes a retired economist, an entertainment consultant and an occupational therapist.



Lawyers for Mr. Hana and Mr. Daibes were expected to deliver opening statements on Thursday.



Nicholas Fandos
, 
Maria Cramer
 and 
Maia Coleman
 contributed reporting.
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Consumer prices rose 3.4 percent.



By Ben Casselman


May 15, 2024


A closely watched measure of inflation eased last month, an encouraging sign for the economy after three straight months of uncomfortably rapid price increases.



The Consumer Price Index climbed 3.4 percent in April, down from 3.5 percent in March, the Labor Department said Wednesday. The "core" index -- which strips out volatile food and fuel prices in order to give a sense of the underlying trend -- rose 3.6 percent last month, down from 3.8 percent a month earlier. It was the lowest annual increase in core inflation since early 2021.



The slowdown will likely come as welcome news to consumers, and as a relief to policymakers at the Federal Reserve, who have been concerned that they were losing ground in their fight against inflation. But economists cautioned that one month of encouraging data was far from enough to set those worries to rest.



"I would characterize it as a small step in the right direction," said Stephen Stanley, chief U.S. economist at Santander.



Both overall and core prices rose 0.3 percent from the previous month, down from 0.4 percent in February and March.



Inflation fell rapidly last year, giving rise to hopes that the Fed was on the verge of succeeding in its effort to rein in price increases without causing a recession, and that the central bank could soon begin cutting interest rates. But progress has since stalled, and investors have all but given up hope of rate cuts before September.



The encouraging inflation report on Wednesday is unlikely to change those expectations. But it could be a step toward giving policymakers confidence that inflation is returning to normal, which they have said they need before they begin cutting rates, which are currently set at about 5.3 percent.



"I think there will be something of a sigh of relief from the Fed, but at the same time there's still work to be done," said Sarah House, senior economist at Wells Fargo. She noted that services prices, in particular, continued to rise quickly in April, albeit more slowly than they had in recent months.



The report is also likely to be met with relief at the White House after what has been a rough recent run of inflation data for President Biden. Grocery prices fell outright in April, and are up just 1.1 percent over the past year, encouraging signs of progress in what has been one of the most painful categories of inflation for families.



But the report also provided fodder for Republicans. Gasoline prices rose a seasonally adjusted 2.8 percent in April from March.



Still, while Wednesday's report contained some mixed signals, it did at least stop the bleeding after several months of bad news.



Had the data come in hotter than anticipated yet again, it could have led policymakers to conclude that high rates needed more time to bring inflation to heel. 
Speaking at an event in Amsterdam on Tuesday
, Jerome H. Powell, the Fed chair, reiterated that recent inflation readings had made him more cautious about cutting rates.



"We did not expect this to be a smooth road, but these were higher than I think anybody expected," he said. "What that has told us is that we will need to be patient and let restrictive policy do its work."



Any further delay would be bad news for investors, who have been eagerly anticipating lower rates, and for low- and moderate-income Americans, who are 
increasingly struggling
 to manage the burden of higher borrowing costs. Data from the Federal Reserve Bank of New York on Tuesday showed that a rising share of borrowers are falling behind on their credit card bills as rates on those debts have skyrocketed.



Wednesday's report showed improvement in some of the categories that had driven the recent uptick in inflation. Health insurance costs, which jumped in March, rose more slowly in April. Car insurance rates, too, rose more slowly, although still at an uncomfortably rapid clip.



But prices in one key part of the economy remained stubborn: housing. For more than a year, forecasters have been predicting that the government's measure of housing inflation would ease, citing private-sector data showing rent increases slowing.



Instead, housing costs in the Consumer Price Index have continued to rise more quickly than before the pandemic, a pattern that continued in April.



"The initial reaction from the market to this data is that this is a relief, and it's good news, because we're not re-accelerating," said Blerina Uruci, chief U.S. economist at T. Rowe Price. "But when I look at the details, it seems to suggest a degree of stickiness in inflation," in part because of housing.



Still, the latest data could restore some confidence that policymakers will be able to keep bringing down inflation without causing a recession. The Fed had seemed on track to do that last year, defying predictions that high interest rates would inevitably cause a large increase in unemployment.



But as the fight has dragged on, some economists have become more concerned that the Fed will prove unable to control inflation fully without slowing the economy so much that people lose their jobs. Job growth 
slowed more than expected
 in April, and the unemployment rate has gradually crept up.



"The labor market has held up so well," Ms. House said. "But the longer we keep interest rates where they are, the more I get worried about the labor market side."



Jeanna Smialek
 and 
Jim Tankersley
 contributed reporting.
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A.I. Program Aims to Break Barriers for Female Students



A new program, backed by Cornell Tech, M.I.T. and U.C.L.A., helps prepare lower-income, Latina and Black female computing majors for artificial intelligence careers.








By Natasha Singer
Photographs by Thalia Juarez


May 15, 2024


Over the last 10 months, Chelsea Prudencio, a junior at Baruch College in Manhattan, got a crash course in artificial intelligence through a new program for lower-income, Latina and Black young women majoring in computing.



As part of the program, called Break Through Tech A.I., Ms. Prudencio completed an intensive class developed by Cornell Tech faculty with input from a few tech executives. She threw herself into a student A.I. project for Pfizer to create heart disease prediction models. And she was mentored by a cybersecurity executive at Citigroup on how to ace technical job interviews.



These are the kinds of important learning and career opportunities that can help computing majors land jobs in fast-moving fields like A.I. and data science. But students like Ms. Prudencio, who attend public colleges not known for top computing programs, often face challenges gaining access to them.



"I was never made aware of health tech before my project with Pfizer," said Ms. Prudencio, 20, who works part time at a tennis center. Now she hopes to pursue a career in health A.I. "This is a lot more fulfilling, I personally think, because you're building models that could potentially save lives."



Break Through Tech is at the forefront of university-led efforts to reduce obstacles to tech careers for underrepresented college students, including lower-income, Latina and Black young women. 
The new A.I. program
, the largest of its kind in the United States, takes a novel approach in a tech industry whose recruiting criteria -- technical interviews, hackathon wins, internal employee referrals, previous internships -- 
often advantage wealthier students
 at top universities. It aims to help lower-income students, many of whom have part-time jobs on top of their schoolwork, learn A.I. skills, develop industry connections and participate in research projects they can discuss with job recruiters.




Students in the program, who spent a semester developing A.I. models to classify digitized plant specimens, participated in a scavenger hunt at the New York Botanical Garden to find real plants.




Hosted and supported by M.I.T., the University of California, Los Angeles, and Cornell Tech, the A.I. program is free. And it is intended primarily for students attending public institutions -- like campuses of California State University, City University of New York and the University of Massachusetts systems -- or minority-serving institutions like historically Black colleges.



Participants take an online summer course in the basics of machine learning -- that is, A.I. systems that teach themselves to detect patterns in data sets. The students, who receive stipends of $2,000, are also assigned career mentors from institutions like Columbia University and Accenture. They work on student A.I. challenges set up by employers like Google, JPMorgan Chase and Memorial Sloan Kettering Cancer Center.



This year, students also participated in a semester-long competition to develop A.I. models to distinguish tens of thousands of digitized images of plant specimens belonging to the New York Botanical Garden, one of the world's premier collections of plants, from other kinds of images like insect photographs. The winning models achieved 99 percent accuracy or higher. 
Emily Sessa, the director
 of the botanical garden's herbarium, said the students' work could ultimately help botanists more effectively track the impact of climate change on specific plants over time.




The New York Botanical Garden has eight million preserved plant specimens. Students in the A.I. program created models to classify digitized images of the specimens, work that could ultimately help researchers.




"I loved working on the code and seeing the results," said Sabreen Shigri, a computer engineering major at Stony Brook University on Long Island. Her student team, called the Foxgloves, took third place in the competition. "I thought it was cool that we could use A.I. to help the environment," she said.



A few weeks ago, 150 students who had just completed the A.I. program traveled to the botanical garden, in the Bronx, for a graduation event that included a scavenger hunt to find real flora and fauna. One of them was Saliha Demir, 20, a senior at the New York Institute of Technology on Long Island.



"I went in with almost no experience," Ms. Demir said of the A.I. program. Now, for her senior project, she has developed A.I. models to identify foods that meet more than a dozen different kinds of dietary restrictions -- such as gluten-free diets or halal food prepared according to Islamic dietary rules. "We're trying to make an A.I. that can distinguish whether a food is halal," she said.



This summer, Ms. Demir has an internship in mobile computing at a business software company.



Break Through Tech's approach seems to be working, at least in one important measure: paid tech internships, a crucial career step that can lead to full-time job offers.



Last year, for instance, only 36 percent of graduating college seniors nationwide reported having had a paid internship, according to data from the National Association of Colleges and Employers, an organization for recruiters and college career advisers. By contrast, of the nearly 150 students who completed the A.I. program over the last two years, Break Through Tech said it had placed 82 percent in paid internships at employers including Accenture, Amazon, Fidelity, Google, Mass General Hospital and Microsoft.



In other words, the A.I. program is not trying to reform elitist 
tech industry recruiting practices
. It is conferring prestige credentials from elite institutions like Cornell and M.I.T. on students from other schools to help get them get hired in tech jobs.



"These students are not in schools with well-known names or from families that can open doors," said 
Judith Spitz, the executive director
 of Break Through Tech. "We are just giving students the opportunity to show what they are capable of."



Computer science remains a heavily male-dominated field. In 2022, men accounted for nearly 78 percent of the bachelor's degrees awarded in computer science, while Latina and Black women combined earned just 2 percent of the bachelor's degrees, according to an annual 
report by the Computing Research Association
 on universities with Ph.D. programs in the field. Likewise, at some large tech firms, only a tiny percentage of computer programmers and software engineers are Latina or Black women.



In 2016, Dr. Spitz, a former Verizon executive, started an initiative at Cornell Tech to tackle gender disparities. Now known as Break Through Tech, that program offers short-term, paid tech internships to help computing students gain workplace experience and industry connections.



In 2022
,
 Break Through Tech began an effort specifically focused on broadening access to A.I. careers. It received $26 million in funding from donors, led by Pivotal Ventures, an investment company started by Melinda French Gates.



The effort is rapidly growing. In April, nearly 400 participants graduated from the A.I. program. For the upcoming academic year, Break Through Tech has accepted nearly 1,000 students.



The program also teaches students about the potential for A.I. bias -- like faulty facial recognition systems that have led to the 
false arrests of Black men
.



"As we think about both the promise and the peril of A.I.
,
" Dr. Spitz said in a talk to the students at the botanical garden, "who's in the room asking the hard questions about what's the definition of fairness? Who stands to gain or lose?"



Critiquing A.I. can also come with risks. Several prominent female researchers working at Big Tech companies 
who raised questions about A.I.
 biases are 
no longer employed
 by those companies.



Some students said they would also like to learn to grapple with more existential questions -- such as when not to use A.I. at all.



"We tend to glaze over how people's voices can be manipulated and just how dangerous A.I. can be," said Ruth Okuo, a computer science major at Hunter College in Manhattan, noting that participating in the program had made her want to learn more about potential A.I. risks and harms. "I want to know what the laws are or should be."



Ms. Okuo, who works part time at an Apple Store, said she was looking for new opportunities to further her interest in A.I. ethics.



As for Ms. Prudencio at Baruch, she has landed a paid summer internship at Memorial Sloan Kettering Cancer Center. She starts next month.
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In About-Face, Wall Street's Big Donors Warm to Trump



They may "hate the man," as one put it, but major business players from coast to coast are increasingly on board for a second term after the first one alienated them.




Kenneth Griffin, the Citadel founder, who once publicly called former President Donald J. Trump a "three-time loser," said he was giving "serious consideration" to supporting his re-election bid.




By Rob Copeland


May 15, 2024


When President Donald J. Trump left office, some of Wall Street's biggest names, who had taken to him during his first term in the White House, swore they were moving on from him for good. They were fatigued by his leadership style, disappointed by some of his policies and shocked by the U.S. Capitol riot. Some of them even savaged him publicly.



Their stated distaste didn't last. With Mr. Trump leading in the polls, big financiers on Wall Street, in Silicon Valley and elsewhere are edging into his corner, according to interviews with more than a dozen people who sought anonymity because they didn't want their personal views to be tied to their employers.



The motivations are manifold. In many instances, it's less that they're enthusiastic about Mr. Trump -- "I still hate the man," one hedge fund billionaire said -- and more that they're exasperated with the economic and immigration policies of President Biden. In other cases, the willingness to support a return of Mr. Trump reflects a growing dissatisfaction with what many big Wall Street donors see as the White House's hardening stance against Israel in its war on Gaza.



A prominent example of the about-face is Kenneth Griffin, a hedge fund magnate and political 
megadonor
 who publicly derided Mr. Trump as a "three-time loser" less than two years ago. In recent weeks, the Citadel founder has been in communication with the former president's campaign about potentially making a major donation, which would amount to millions of dollars.



Asked by The New York Times if he would support Mr. Trump for the first time in 2024, Mr. Griffin said: "It's a question I'm giving serious consideration to."



In an interview with 
Bloomberg News
 on Tuesday, Mr. Griffin said Mr. Trump "will exude a level of strength" that would help settle foreign policy issues, among others.



Mr. Griffin and his representatives have told the Trump campaign that the billionaire is waiting to see whom the former president selects as his vice-presidential candidate. He is hoping for a pick with close ties to the traditional Republican apparatus, such as Nikki Haley, the former governor of South Carolina. Mr. Griffin donated millions to Ms. Haley's unsuccessful presidential campaign in the Republican primary race.



More than a dozen bankers, asset managers, hedge fund titans, lawyers and venture capitalists, including attendees of the $25,000-a-head Milken Institute Global Conference this month, said that they were disappointed by Mr. Biden's economic and border-control policies. They requested that their names and titles be withheld so that they could share their views freely.



Their concerns reflect longstanding gripes about inflation and a rise in illegal immigration that have long dragged on the president's approval ratings. More recently, however, some have added exhaustion at the various legal proceedings against Mr. Trump (not all of which involve the federal government) and dismay over the Biden administration's flagging support for Israel in the Gaza conflict.



The potential groundswell of deep-pocketed support for Mr. Trump could be critical for his campaign, given that its fund-raising 
considerably lags Mr. Biden's
. At the same time, any redirection of funds from the Biden campaign could hurt it further, given the president's political predicament: Many big donors are put off by his softening support for Israel, even as other voters want him to be far tougher on Israel for its invasion of Gaza.



Polling results released
 this week by The New York Times, Siena College and The Philadelphia Inquirer showed that young and nonwhite voters were turning away from the incumbent because they saw his policies as too supportive of Israel.




Mr. Trump in Wildwood, N.J., this week. Major donors often move to support their party's leading presidential contender.




Millionaire and billionaire political donors who are reconsidering Mr. Trump include not just longtime Republican boosters returning to back the party's presumptive nominee but donors like Mr. Griffin who steered clear of the former president in his two prior runs for the White House.



In some ways, the well-to-do class isn't so different from the electorate, 
as polls have shown Mr. Trump leading
 in the majority of battleground states. Those figures have been largely unchanged since late last year. Also, big-time donors of all political stripes often move to support leading candidates in races.



Big business was hardly part
 of Mr. Trump's political base in either 2016 or 2020. Corporate leaders came out vociferously in early 2021 against his attempts to interfere with the transfer of power; the largest bank in America, JPMorgan Chase, responded by pausing all political donations, and its chief executive, Jamie Dimon, said Mr. Trump had been "gassing up a mob."




After the U.S. Capitol riot, Jamie Dimon, the head of JPMorgan Chase, was critical of Mr. Trump. This year, he said the former president had been "kind of right" on several issues.




Mr. Dimon turned heads across Wall Street in January when he told CNBC from the World Economic Forum in Davos, Switzerland, that Mr. Trump had been "kind of right" about a number of issues, including taking a tougher stance toward China and passing tax cuts. The bank's political action committee, funded by employees including Mr. Dimon, has since resumed its giving and handed out more this election cycle to Republicans than to Democrats.



In interviews, other senior Wall Street executives and political donors said they felt that Mr. Dimon's comments had provided cover for them to back Mr. Trump more openly.



Mr. Dimon declined through a spokesman to elaborate. A Trump campaign spokesman did not respond to requests for comment. A Biden campaign spokeswoman pointed to the president's recent 
fund-raising trip to the West Coast
, which she said had raised $10 million from Silicon Valley founders and executives.




President Biden arriving in Silicon Valley on a recent fund-raising trip. 




There remains a difference between what some prominent businesspeople will say publicly and privately about Mr. Trump, 
who has challenged norms
 by vowing to investigate political rivals if he is returned to the Oval Office.



Last month, a group of technology heavyweights including Elon Musk, the venture capitalist Marc Andreessen and the investor Peter Thiel gathered for a dinner during which they discussed how best to oppose a second Biden term, two people briefed on it said. The dinner was 
reported
 earlier by the newsletter Puck.



Later, in a meeting with investors from the Middle East, Mr. Andreessen said that he would not support Mr. Biden, one person who spoke to the investors said. Mr. Andreessen, who once said Mr. Trump's immigration plans left him "sick" to his stomach, later told investors from the Middle East that he would not support Mr. Biden, one person who was told of the meeting said. That's further than what Mr. Andreessen has said publicly.



A spokeswoman for Mr. Andreessen declined to comment on those remarks and said he wouldn't take sides publicly. "Marc talks about current events in casual settings all the time, like every other normal human being," said the spokeswoman, Margit Wennmachers.



Mr. Thiel, one of Mr. Trump's biggest boosters in 2016, has said he does not plan to donate this time around, though he has vented privately about Mr. Biden's management of the economy, according to three people who have spoken with him about the topic. Yet Mr. Thiel's data analytics firm, Palantir Technologies, recently met with a representative of the Trump campaign to discuss the candidate's potential return to the White House, two people briefed on the sit-down said.



The political environment is also creating some odd bedfellows for Mr. Trump. Take Cliff Asness, a billionaire hedge fund manager and self-described libertarian who as recently as this year called the Republican Party a "cult" under the former president.



Last week, after the White House 
paused an arms shipment to Israel
 to prevent them from being used in an assault on the tightly populated Gazan city of Rafah, Mr. Asness 
wrote on X
 that he was "perilously close to the formerly (and still kind of) unthinkable: #TRUMP2024."
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Few Chinese Electric Cars Are Sold in U.S., but Industry Fears a Flood



Automakers in the United States and their supporters welcomed President Biden's tariffs, saying they would protect domestic manufacturing and jobs from cheap Chinese vehicles.




Only a few vehicles -- electric or gasoline -- are imported to the United States from China. One of those is the Polestar 2.




By Neal E. Boudette


May 15, 2024


The Biden administration's new tariffs on Chinese electric vehicles won't have a huge immediate impact on American consumers or the car market because very few such cars are sold in the United States.



But the decision reflects deep concern within the American automotive industry, which has grown increasingly worried about China's ability to churn out cheap electric vehicles. American automakers welcomed the decision by the Biden administration on Tuesday to impose a 100 percent tariff on electric vehicles from China, saying those vehicles would undercut billions of dollars of investment in electric vehicle and battery factories in the United States.



"Today's announcement is a necessary response to combat the Chinese government's unfair trade practices that endanger the future of our auto industry," Senator Gary Peters, a Michigan Democrat, said in a statement. "It will help level the playing field, keep our auto industry competitive and support good-paying, union jobs here at home."



On Tuesday, President Biden announced a series of new and increased tariffs on certain Chinese-made goods, including a 25 percent duty on steel and aluminum and 50 percent levies on semiconductors and solar panels. The tariff on electric vehicles made in China was quadrupled from 25 percent. Chinese lithium-ion batteries for electric cars will now face a 25 percent tariff, up from 7.5 percent.



The United States imports only a few makes -- electric or gasoline -- from China. One is the Polestar 2, an electric vehicle made in China by a Swedish automaker in which the Chinese company Zhejiang Geely has a controlling stake. In a statement, Polestar said it was evaluating the impact of Mr. Biden's announcement.



"We believe that free trade is essential to speed up the transition to more sustainable mobility through increased E.V. adoption," the company said.



In the first quarter of this year, Polestar sold just 2,200 vehicles in the United States. Later this year, however, it is scheduled to start producing a new model, the Polestar 3, at a South Carolina plant operated by Volvo Cars, which Geely owns.



Volvo sells a Chinese-made plug-in hybrid sedan, the S90 Recharge, in the United States, and plans to start importing a new small sport utility vehicle, the EX30, to the United States from China this year. The car is expected to start at $35,000, making it one of the most affordable battery-powered models available in the country. The model has quickly become 
Volvo's top-selling vehicle in Europe
.



Volvo said on Tuesday that it was evaluating the potential impact of Mr. Biden's new tariffs on its plans.



Internal combustion models that are made in China and sold in the United States include the Buick Envision S.U.V. made by General Motors, and Ford Motors' Lincoln Nautilus. They are unaffected by the tariffs.



Tesla, G.M., Ford, Volkswagen, Hyundai and several other automakers have invested tens of billions of dollars in battery and electric vehicle factories in the United States. But with the exception of Tesla, automakers in the United States, Europe and Japan trail Chinese companies in scale, raw materials production and key technologies.



Contemporary Amperex Technology Company Limited, or CATL, the Chinese manufacturer that is the world's largest producer of electric car batteries, said last month that it had developed a battery that could charge up enough in 10 minutes to allow a car to travel about 370 miles -- a major leap compared with the batteries used by established Western and Asian automakers, including Tesla.



China's lead in electric vehicles, which are seen as central to the auto industry's future, has spurred concerns that Chinese cars could hit the U.S. market at prices that G.M., Ford and other traditional automakers wouldn't be able to compete with.



BYD, a leading and fast-growing Chinese car and battery company, already sells a compact electric car, the Seagull, for less than $15,000 in China. And on Tuesday, it said it would begin selling a plug-in hybrid pickup truck in Mexico, although it added that it did not yet plan to sell the vehicle in the United States.



Chinese automakers like BYD, Geely and SAIC have been increasing car exports to Europe, Latin America and various Asian countries. The European Commission, the executive arm of the European Union, is investigating Chinese state subsidies to electric carmakers.



Some representatives of the U.S. auto industry have said the Chinese government's support of its automakers has left factories there with the capacity to make vastly more cars than can be sold in the country.



"They've got a major E.V. overcapacity problem," said John Bozzella, president of the Alliance for Automotive Innovation, the main lobbying arm for U.S. automakers.



"They're building too many E.V.s -- too many heavily subsidized E.V.s -- for the domestic market and have no choice but to look abroad to offload those vehicles at budget prices," Mr. Bozzella added. "The competitiveness of the auto industry in the U.S. will be harmed if heavily subsidized Chinese E.V.s can be sold at below-market prices to U.S. consumers"



Chinese officials have denied that the country is overproducing electric vehicles, solar panels and other products targeted by the Biden administration. "We hope the U.S. can take a positive view of China's development and stop using overcapacity as an excuse for trade protectionism," a spokesman for the Chinese Embassy in Washington, Liu Pengyu, said on Tuesday.



Automakers have already had a taste of how price competition can disrupt their electric vehicle plans. Over the last year, Tesla has cut prices on its models several times, reducing the costs of some models by more than 20 percent in total. Those cuts, combined with a slowdown in the growth of electric car sales, have made it extremely hard for G.M. and Ford to make money on battery-powered models.



In the first three months of the year, Ford's electric vehicle division lost $1.3 billion before taking into account some expenses. Both Ford and G.M. have slowed electric vehicle production and delayed the introduction of new models. While G.M. is losing money on electric cars, the company has said it expects those vehicles to begin generating profits later this year.



The Biden administration has sought to support and encourage the production of batteries and electric vehicles in the United States to address climate change and encourage more domestic manufacturing.



China isn't the only obstacle in the way. Americans' enthusiasm for electric cars has waned over the past year, mainly because such vehicles sell for relatively high prices. Some buyers are also reluctant to buy because they are not sure there will be enough places to charge those cars easily and quickly.



In the first quarter of this year, 269,000 E.V.s were sold in the U.S. market, according to Kelley Blue Book. That was an increase of just 2.6 percent from a year earlier. Total sales of cars and light trucks grew more than 5 percent to 3.8 million vehicles.



"In a lot of ways, buying an E.V. requires a lifestyle change," said Jessica Caldwell, executive director of insights at Edmunds, a market researcher. "A lot of people just say, 'I don't want the hassle of an E.V.'"



Alan Rappeport
 contributed reporting.
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The Stock Market Is Back in Rally Mode



Investors seized on the latest inflation report as another sign that interest rates could be cut this year, helping push the S&P 500 past its March record.



By Joe Rennison


May 15, 2024


Wall Street is back in rally mode, with investors seizing on the latest sign that interest rates could begin to fall this year.



The S&P 500 rose 1.2 percent on Wednesday, adding to three straight weeks of gains and climbing above its previous record, set on March 28.



It marks a sharp shift from the sour mood that helped pull the index more than 5 percent lower at the beginning of April, as investors got used to the idea that high interest rates might stick around for longer, weighing on the economy and the markets.



Fresh inflation data on Wednesday
 morning provided the catalyst for the index to cross through its previous record. The S&P 500 is now nearly 7 percent above its most recent low in April.



Wednesday's report -- data from the closely watched Consumer Price Index -- showed a modest slowdown in the pace of rising prices, in line with economists' expectations. Investors welcomed the numbers and a return to the trend of gradually receding inflation after months of disappointing data that had upset financial markets and sent stock prices lower.



"This is the first good C.P.I. report in four months and the market likes it," said Gary Pzegeo, head of fixed income at CIBC Private Wealth US.



Early in the year, investors had largely shrugged off stubbornly high inflation data, choosing to focus instead on robust growth underpinning the stock market. That propelled the market to repeated records through March.



Then in early April, things took a turn. After a third successive C.P.I. report undermined the trend of gradually slowing inflation, worries began to set in that the Federal Reserve might not just delay rate cuts but actually increase interest rates. The S&P 500 fell for three weeks in a row, its worst run of the year so far, slipping a total of 5.5 percent from its high through April 19.



Investors turned more hopeful again this month, when the Fed chair, Jerome H. Powell, poured cold water on the likelihood that the central bank would raise interest rates. Then a report last week showing a slowdown in hiring in April, along with more meager wage inflation, brought the possibility of rate cuts this summer back into the picture, giving the stock market a boost.



"Those two things have really helped the stock market," said David Kelly, chief global strategist at J.P. Morgan Asset Management.



Wednesday's C.P.I. report had been seen as the next major test for the market, either undermining the relief that stemmed from April's jobs report, or, as proved to be the case, supporting it.



The two-year Treasury yield, which is sensitive to changes in interest rates, has fallen to just above 4.70 percent from over 5 percent at the end of April, as fears of rates moving higher have cooled. The benchmark 10-year Treasury yield, which underpins borrowing across the world, has fallen back to around 4.35 percent from 4.7 percent over the same period.



Investors in futures markets are now betting that the Fed is likely to lower interest rates by a quarter of a percentage point in September, assuming no further disruptions to disinflation that could push stocks lower.



Another important tailwind has been better-than-expected earnings results, with corporate leaders spending the past few weeks updating investors on their profitability over the first three months of the year, and where they see the economy headed from here.



Corporate earnings have so far grown 5.4 percent, with just over 90 percent of companies reporting their financial results, as of Friday. At the end of March, analysts were expecting growth of just 3.4 percent.



On Friday the S&P 500 notched its third straight week of gains, a feat it hadn't managed since mid-February. Importantly, the Russell 2000 stock index of smaller companies that are more exposed to the ebb and flow of the American economy, is also now positive this year, after rallying in recent weeks. The index rose 1 percent on Wednesday.



Mr. Kelly said that after the "tumultuous" changes over recent years -- including the pandemic, and the wars in Ukraine and Gaza -- an "equilibrium" has begun to return to the economy.



"We are settling into a boring economy and boring can last a long time," he said.



J. Edward Moreno
 contributed reporting.
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Inside the Rent Inflation Measure That Economics Nerds Love to Hate



The Consumer Price Index inflation measure accounts for housing costs in a complicated way. There are reasons for it.








By Jeanna Smialek


May 15, 2024


There's a three-letter abbreviation that economists have started pronouncing with the energy of a four-letter word: "O.E.R."



It stands for owner's equivalent rent, and it has been used to measure American housing inflation 
since the 1980s
. As its name suggests, it uses a combination of surveys and market data to estimate how much it would cost homeowners to rent the house they live in.



But three years into America's price pop, it has become almost cliche for economists to hate on the housing measure. Detractors 
blast
 if for being so slow-moving that it does not reflect up-to-date conditions in the economy. Critics 
argue
 that it uses convoluted statistical methods that make little sense. The most intense haters insist that it is giving a false impression about 
where inflation stands
.



"It's just not adding anything to our understanding of inflation," said Mark Zandi, chief economist of Moody's Analytics and a frequent adviser to the Biden administration. Full disclosure: The New York Times called Mr. Zandi for this article because he has been one of the many economists grousing about O.E.R. on social media. He said he was "not a fan."



What has this one nerdy inflation component done to earn so much vitriol?



It is preventing an economic happy ending, more or less. Housing inflation measures have been surprisingly sticky over the past year, and they are now a major barrier keeping price increases overall from returning to normal. That has knock-on effects: Because of inflation's staying power, the Federal Reserve is keeping interest rates at a more than two-decade high to try to wrestle prices under control by slowing the economy.



But while there's no denying that O.E.R. has become a main character in America's inflationary tale, not everyone thinks it is the bad guy. Some economists think it is a valid and reasonable way to measure an important part of the consumer experience. Ahead of a fresh Consumer Price Index report set for release on Wednesday morning, there are a few key facts to understand about how housing inflation is calculated, what it means and what it might do next.



O.E.R. tries to measure housing 'consumption value.'



Let's start with the basics. There are two main measures of inflation in America, the Consumer Price Index and the Personal Consumption Expenditures index. Both matter: C.P.I. is released earlier each month, providing the first snapshot of what prices have done over the past month. P.C.E. comes later, but it is the index that the Fed officials aim for with their 2 percent inflation goal.



The two indexes track slightly different concepts. The Consumer Price Index tries to capture what people are buying out of pocket (i.e., what you're spending), whereas the Personal Consumption Expenditures measure captures the cost of things like medical care that employer-provided insurance helps to pay for (i.e., what you're consuming).



Both draw on the same underlying housing data, but because of their different calculations, housing 
makes up
 a much bigger chunk of the Consumer Price Index: about 33 percent, versus about 
15 percent
 for the P.C.E.



The C.P.I.'s hefty housing portion comes from two sources. "Rent of primary residence" measures how much people are spending on rental housing and accounts for about 8 percent of the total inflation index. The "owner's equivalent rent" metric, the one that estimates the rental cost of owned housing, 
makes up
 a much larger 25 percent.



You might be thinking: Why is the government using this convoluted housing measure when it would be simpler to just measure home price appreciation? The answer is that houses are an investment. Counting their price increases as "inflation" would be akin to saying a climbing stock market is "inflation."



But homes are not just an investment. Housing is also something we consume, and by living in a house, an owner is forgoing the financial opportunity of leasing it out. So to get at the "consumption value" of owning that house, the government tries to figure out how much it would cost to rent it.



How we estimate that rent is a little wonky.



The government uses what is essentially a two-step process for determining housing cost inflation. Step 1: Figure out how much weight rent and owner's equivalent rent should get in the inflation index versus everything else consumers buy. Step 2: Figure out how much rents are actually increasing.



Step 1, the weight, is 
based on two survey
 questions: If you own, how much could you get if you rented out your house or apartment? And if you rent, how much do you pay?



Step 2, the change in price, is based on actual rental data. The government collects data from a rolling sample of rental housing units, checking in on each unit every six months to see if the landlord is charging more. (It makes adjustments to these figures: For instance, single-family houses carry more weight in the owner's equivalent measure, since owned housing is more likely to be a home versus an apartment.)



Combine the weight with the price change and, bam, you have your housing contribution to inflation. With housing, Consumer Price Index inflation totaled 3.5 percent in March. Subtract housing and re-weight the index accordingly, and inflation would have been something like 2.4 percent that month.



Clearly, housing inflation is a major reason inflation remains elevated.



We're still waiting ... and waiting ... for more cooling.



Economists have been waiting for housing-fueled inflation to fade more sharply. Market data produced by companies like Zillow and 
data
 on new rentals produced by the government both show that rent increases on newly leased places 
have cooled
 a lot over the past two years.



But inflation indexes measure all housing, not just the newly rented places. When market rent prices jumped in 2021, not all tenants immediately saw their rents reset to higher levels: Landlords have gradually reset leases to higher prices, causing that earlier pop to slowly show up in official housing inflation data.



Forecasters thought the catch-up process would peter out in 2023 and 2024, allowing housing costs and overall inflation to come down notably. But the convergence between new and existing rent inflation is taking a lot longer than expected.



Economists still expect the pass-through to happen, but they have gotten less confident about how quickly it will come and how extensive it will prove. And a few are watching nervously as 
some measures
 of new apartment rents show signs of ticking back up. A rent measure tracked by the research firm Zelman & Associates is also showing early signs of renewed strength.



"If you had asked me six months ago, I would've said: Yes, they are going to have to converge," said Mark Franceski, a managing director at Zelman. "Each month that has gone by and they haven't, I've gotten less confident."



So does O.E.R. have a place in inflation?



Because today's housing inflation is essentially catch-up inflation, some economists think we should look past it. In Europe, some point out, the main inflation measure 
excludes owner-occupied housing
 altogether.



But while the measure gets a lot of heat for being "
fake
" or "
inflationista
," or based on the frequent (but incorrect) 
assertion
 that it comes from a dubious survey, some economists stand by it.



"Let me break with the youngsters and defend O.E.R.," said Ernie Tedeschi, who until recently was the chief economist at the White House Council of Economic Advisers. For one thing, it's important to stand by the inflation metric you started with, he said. Moving the goal posts could undermine the public's trust in the Fed's commitment to fighting inflation.



Mr. Tedeschi also stressed that the O.E.R. tries to get at an important idea. As the value of housing changes over time, it shapes our economic lives.



If a homeowner were to move and needed to rent, doing so would be more expensive, for instance. (Europe, for what it's worth, 
is working on
 developing its own owner-occupied housing costs measure expressly because it is an important component of inflation.)



Just as hard-to-measure forces in physics are critical to the way the universe works, Mr. Tedeschi said, the value we derive from where we live matters enormously to the functioning of the economy -- even if it's complicated.



"O.E.R. is sort of the dark matter of economics," he said.
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Education Dept. Extends Deadline to Consolidate Loans for Forgiveness



Borrowers with commercially held loans will now have until June 30 to take steps to make their loans eligible for elimination.




Demonstrators calling for the cancellation of student debt, last year in Washington, D.C.




By Stacy Cowley


May 15, 2024


More than two weeks after a deadline passed for federal loan borrowers seeking debt relief, the Education Department has extended the offer, giving millions of borrowers a fresh shot at aid.



The department said on Wednesday that borrowers would now have until June 30 to consolidate commercially held education debt under the Federal Family Education Loan Program -- loans originally from private lenders -- or Perkins loans into new direct loans, which are held by the Education Department. That consolidation is a required step for borrowers to receive relief through 
an expansive, but temporary, government waiver program
 intended to wipe out the remaining debt for borrowers who have been making payments for a term that's typically at least 20 years.



"The department is working swiftly to ensure borrowers get credit for every month they've rightfully earned toward forgiveness," said James Kvaal, the under secretary of education. The previous deadline to consolidate was April 30.



The move is part of the Biden administration's effort to 
aggressively cancel education debts
 through longstanding relief programs and by easing bureaucratic barriers. One of the trickiest challenges has been reaching borrowers with loans through the Federal Family Education Loan Program, a lingering vestige of a previous federal student loan system.



Before 2010, many federal loans were insured by the government but issued by private lenders like banks and other financial institutions. That year, the government took over the system and began making loans directly; it now holds $1.4 trillion in debt for loans to nearly 38 million people.



But millions of people still have loans made under the Federal Family Education Loan system. As of the end of April, according to Education Department data, there were still 3.5 million federal student loans owned by private lenders.



Borrowers with those loans are ineligible for most federal student debt forgiveness programs. However, they can consolidate the loans into a new, federally owned direct student loan. People can see what kind of loan they have, and 
consolidate into a new one
, at 
StudentAid.gov
.



Consolidating commercially held loans into a direct loan makes those borrowers eligible to benefit from a temporary government program that counts many past payments -- or lengthy periods of forbearance -- as 
qualifying ones for income-driven repayment programs
, even for people who never enrolled in those programs.



Nearly one million borrowers have had $49 billion of debt eliminated through that temporary program, the Education Department said. In total, the Biden administration's changes have led to $160 billion in debt elimination for nearly 4.6 million borrowers.



Also on Wednesday, the department said it would need more time than it had anticipated to finish those income-driven repayment adjustments. The process, which began last summer and was previously scheduled to be finished by July, will now take until September to complete, the department said. The adjustments are done automatically by the department -- borrowers do not need to apply to have their loans included in the program.
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Trump Media Stock Rises Again, Adding Billions to Former President's Stake



In their first few weeks of trading, shares of Truth Social's parent company soared, then crashed, and have recently made a strong recovery. Former President Donald J. Trump's holding is now worth about $6 billion.




The frenzied trading in Trump Media has been reminiscent of the mania around meme stocks.




By Matthew Goldstein


May 15, 2024


Shares of former President Donald J. Trump's social media company have been on a wild ride since making their debut on Wall Street in March: soaring, crashing and then climbing again.



The rally has pushed the value of Mr. Trump's majority stake in the company to some $6 billion, a major windfall as he ramps up his presidential campaign and faces steep legal bills tied to the multiple cases against him.



On Wednesday, the share price of Trump Media & Technology Group traded at around $53, approaching where the parent company of Truth Social ended its first day of trading on March 26, at just under $58.



Mr. Trump owns nearly two-thirds of the company, but he is not allowed to sell his shares or use them as collateral for a few months. Trump Media's multibillion-dollar market valuation has put it in the same league as established companies like American Airlines and Hasbro.



The frenzied trading in Trump Media has been reminiscent of the mania around so-called 
meme stocks
 -- shares that trade based on investor sentiment and momentum more than traditional financial fundamentals.



The company last year lost $58 million and took in just $4 million in revenue, all of it from advertising on Truth Social.



"A meme stock has no economic rationale," said Mike Stegemoller, a finance professor at Baylor University. "It is like someone acting erratically on the street -- just get out the way."



In classic meme-stock fashion, there have been no major developments at Trump Media to propel the shares higher of late. But the stock trades in relation to how investors view Mr. Trump's prospects in the upcoming presidential election, their fealty to the former president and simply on momentum and emotion.



The recent rise in Trump Media's share price has also provided a sharp contrast to the scenes in a New York courtroom, where Mr. Trump is on trial for his role in a scheme to 
conceal hush-money payments
 to Stormy Daniels, an adult film star, in the final days of the 2016 presidential campaign.



Trump Media merged with a public shell company for its market listing, and more than 400,000 of the shareholders of that company are individual investors. Many of them are fans of Mr. Trump and users of Truth Social.



Digital World Acquisition Corp., the shell company, began the year trading around $17.50 a share. That means it has been a banner year for early investors in Digital World who are now shareholders of Trump Media.



Michael Melkersen, a lawyer who lives in Puerto Rico, invested in Digital World before its initial public offering in 2021 and now has hundreds of thousands of shares of Trump Media. He said he took a gamble that had paid off and was now looking to sell some shares.



"I believed in it," he said, "but I am too heavily invested for my own comfort."



Recent regulatory filings show that just a handful of investment advisory firms, which manage money for wealthy investors, held a meaningful amount of Trump Media shares at the end of March.



Sapient Capital, which manages $9 billion in assets for wealthy people and foundations, reported holding about 145,000 shares of Trump Media. A founding partner at the Indianpolis-based firm is a brother of Mike Pence, who served as vice president for Mr. Trump. The former vice president 
said in March
 he would not endorse Mr. Trump this year. A Sapient spokesman said the shares were purchased at the request of its clients.



The filings also show that a few investment firms had significant positions in Trump Media warrants -- a type of security that can be converted into shares in the future. Some of the firms included Selway Asset Management, Magnus Financial Group and Nine Masts Capital, according to the regulatory tracking service Whalewisdom.



Justin Yochum, a co-owner of Selway, an Idaho-based investment advisory firm, said the firm purchased the warrants as part of a 
complex trading strategy
 to profit on difference in price between Trump Media's shares and its warrants.



"I believe the company itself is worth zero," Mr. Yochum said.



A few hedge funds reported holding "put" options on the stock. These allow investors to sell shares at a future date at a specified price, and are often bought by traders who think the price of a stock will fall.



Trump Media has been pushing back against short-sellers, as investors who bet on a stock's fall are known, sending letters to 
stock exchanges
 and 
lawmakers
 asking for investigations into what it describes as "manipulation." 



S3 Partners, a market research firm, 
estimates that short sellers
 have incurred losses of $216 million on paper this year by betting against Trump Media.



As it happens, short sellers have also recently been squeezed by a resurgence of GameStop, the original meme stock. Those losses were even greater, at more than $800 million, according to S3.



The stock 
roared back to life this week
 after the apparent return to social media of Keith Gill, a former broker who goes by the moniker "Roaring Kitty," after a three-year hiatus. Mr. Gill was at the center of the initial meme-stock mania in 2021, when he encouraged investors to buy shares of GameStop, which he argued was undervalued. 



GameStop's stock has roughly doubled since Monday, on little news other than a series of cryptic posts on Mr. Gill's X account.
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Democrats Batter Bank Regulator Over F.D.I.C.'s 'Toxic' Workplace Culture



The agency's chair, Martin Gruenberg, has resisted Republicans' calls to resign, but criticism by his own party raises questions about how long he can hang on.




Martin Gruenberg, chair of the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation, last year. Democrats expressed dismay over his responses to the crisis at his agency, after a scathing report of a culture of widespread sexual harassment and discrimination. 




By Emily Flitter


May 15, 2024


Martin Gruenberg is still the leader of the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation, an agency that supervises U.S. banks, but after a bipartisan grilling on Wednesday by members of a House committee overseeing bank regulators, he appeared to be hanging on by a thread.



Democrats expressed dismay over his responses to the crisis at his agency, after a scathing report of a culture of widespread sexual harassment and discrimination. One congresswoman appeared to call for him to resign, as Republicans have been doing for months.



"Personally, I do not have confidence that you can continue to lead in this role," Representative Ayanna S. Pressley, Democrat of Massachusetts, told Mr. Gruenberg during an exchange. "I am so tired of white men failing up."



In a bruising session that lasted more than three hours, committee members repeatedly asked Mr. Gruenberg what he planned to do to change his behavior in response to reports that he had berated employees and created an environment in which people were afraid to communicate with him. (Two other federal bank regulators, the acting comptroller of the currency, Michael Hsu, and the Federal Reserve vice chair, Michael Barr, also offered testimony on bank regulatory matters, but much of the committee's focus was on the F.D.I.C.)



"It's incumbent on me to be more sensitive to how my behavior is received by employees and to understand that the only thing that matters is not my perception but their perception," Mr. Gruenberg said. At one point, in response to a suggestion by Representative Sylvia R. Garcia, Democrat of Texas, Mr. Gruenberg said he would take anger management classes.



Mr. Gruenberg is 
trying to save his tenure
 at the agency, which he has run for 10 of the last 13 years, partly to help see through a rule that the F.D.I.C. is proposing, along with other federal bank regulators, to tighten and expand oversight of the nation's largest lenders. Big banks have 
fiercely opposed
 it, and if Mr. Gruenberg steps down, the rule is unlikely to have the necessary votes from F.D.I.C. board members to become final.



Mr. Gruenberg went into Wednesday's hearing before the House Financial Services Committee with the backing of the White House and key Democratic lawmakers including Senator Sherrod Brown of Ohio, Senator Elizabeth Warren of Massachusetts and Representative Maxine Waters of California.



At the beginning of the hearing, Ms. Waters reiterated her support for Mr. Gruenberg. She said that if Republicans really cared about matters of harassment and abuse raised at the F.D.I.C., they would call for former President Donald J. Trump, who is 
on trial facing criminal charges
 that he paid hush money to a porn star, to step down as the presumptive Republican nominee for the 2024 presidential race.



It is not clear whether Mr. Gruenberg has managed to hang on to his broader backing. He will face Ms. Warren and Mr. Brown on Thursday, when he and the other federal bank regulators appear before the Senate Banking Committee.



A White House spokesman did not immediately respond to a request for comment.



Republicans have been calling for Mr. Gruenberg to resign since late last year when reports from The Wall Street Journal detailed a widespread pattern of harassment and abuse of employees at the agency. An independent report by the law firm Cleary Gottlieb, commissioned by a special committee that the F.D.I.C.'s board formed after the Journal reports, added new details to the picture when it was 
made public
 on May 7.



The House committee's Republican chairman, Representative Patrick T. McHenry of North Carolina, expressed dissatisfaction with Mr. Gruenberg's responses.



"You have not outlined how you intend to clean up your actions," Mr. McHenry said. He added that he welcomed calls from two Democrats during the hearing to hold a separate hearing on the F.D.I.C.'s problems.



The heat coming from Democrat lawmakers was more of a surprise. In addition to Ms. Pressley's comments, the F.D.I.C.'s chair faced several expressions of no confidence.



Representative Stephen F. Lynch, Democrat of Massachusetts, warned Mr. Gruenberg that he was "on a short leash," while Representative Nydia M. Velazquez, Democrat of New York, said, "To be frank, I am not satisfied by the answers, Chairman, that you have given."



"There's no trust right now," Representative Rashida Tlaib of Michigan, a Democrat, said. She added, "I don't know how you build trust among people that are now relying on you."



As the hearing wound down, one committee member, Representative William R. Timmons IV, a Republican from South Carolina, tried to get Mr. Gruenberg to draw a red line on his own tenure. "At what point, if things have not substantially improved, will you reconsider the calls for you to resign your leadership?" he asked.



To that, Mr. Gruenberg repeated what he had said in earlier questioning. "What we intend to do, and as part of our action plan, is to monitor carefully the implementation of the recommendations and their impact," he said.
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Boeing Violated Settlement Over 737 Max Problems, Justice Dept. Says



The department said the company had failed to design and enforce an ethics program to prevent violation of U.S. fraud laws.




Boeing reached a $2.5 billion settlement with the Justice Department after two Max 8 crashes in 2018 and 2019. 




By Benjamin Mullin


May 15, 2024


The Department of Justice said on Tuesday that Boeing was in violation of a 2021 settlement related to problems with the company's 737 Max model that led to two deadly plane crashes in 2018 and 2019.



In a letter to a federal judge, the department said that Boeing had failed to "design, implement and enforce" an ethics program to prevent and detect violations of U.S. fraud laws in the company's operations. Creating that program was a condition of 
Boeing's settlement
, which also carried a $2.5 billion penalty.



The determination by the Justice Department opens the door to a potential prosecution of 
a 2021 criminal charge
 accusing Boeing of conspiracy to defraud the Federal Aviation Administration, though Boeing can contest Tuesday's decision.



In a statement, Boeing said that the company believed that it had honored the terms of the settlement, adding that it was looking forward to the opportunity to respond.



"As we do so, we will engage with the department with the utmost transparency, as we have throughout the entire term of the agreement," Boeing said in its statement.



The Justice Department declined to comment. Paul G. Cassell, a lawyer representing families of victims of the fatal plane crashes, said that his clients were planning to meet with the government on May 31 to discuss next steps in the case.



When the government reached its settlement with Boeing in January 2021, many families of the crash victims said that the Trump administration had been too lenient on the aircraft manufacturer.



"This is a positive first step and, for the families, a long time coming," Mr. Cassell said. "But we need to see further action from D.O.J. to hold Boeing accountable."



The crashes of the 737 Max 8 planes in Indonesia and Ethiopia killed 346 people, prompting the F.A.A. to ground the entire 737 Max fleet. An investigation found that both crashes involved mistaken triggering of a maneuvering system designed to help avert stalls in flight.



In another settlement, the Securities and Exchange Commission said that Boeing had offered misleading reassurances about the safety of the 737 Max in public statements after both crashes, despite knowing that the maneuvering system had posed a continuing safety issue.



The Justice Department reached its finding at a tumultuous time for Boeing, which has faced intense regulatory scrutiny since a door panel blew out of a 737 Max 9 plane during an Alaska Airlines flight from Portland, Ore., in January. In March, the company said its chief executive, Dave Calhoun, 
would step down
 at the end of the year, along with Stan Deal, the head of the division that makes planes for airlines and other commercial customers.



Mr. Calhoun replaced Dennis A. Muilenburg, who led the company during the 2018 and 2019 crashes. 
Boeing fired Mr. Muilenburg
, whose performance during the crisis angered lawmakers and alienated victims' families.



Mark Walker
 contributed reporting.
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The Billionaire Frank McCourt Mounts Bid to Buy TikTok



Mr. McCourt, a longtime critic of the way tech companies use data, sees acquiring TikTok as a chance to create an "alternative to the current internet."




Frank McCourt started Liberty Project in 2021 to try to reimagine the internet and wrestle control of user data from tech giants like Facebook and TikTok.




By Lauren Hirsch and Sapna Maheshwari


May 15, 2024


Ever since Congress passed a bill that would force the Chinese company ByteDance to sell or shut down TikTok, one of the  biggest questions has been: who could buy it, given technological, political and financial considerations?



The billionaire Frank McCourt has put up his hand.



Mr. McCourt said Wednesday he was working to put together a group of bidders to buy the social media app. His goal in doing so is to rethink how TikTok, and the internet overall, use data and consider privacy. He is already in discussions about the app with academics and those who study the impact of technology like Jonathan Haidt, whose book "
The Anxious Generation
," on how smartphones have affected the mental health of adolescents, has been on best-seller lists for more than a month.



Mr. McCourt, a former owner of the Los Angeles Dodgers who made his fortune in real estate, has long been interested in the role of technology and society. He has been on a crusade to remake the internet and wrest control of user data from tech giants like Facebook and TikTok, 
establishing
 an initiative called Project Liberty in 2021 to focus on those efforts.



"This seemed like a great opportunity to actually create the alternative to the current internet, which has been colonized by large platforms and including TikTok," Mr. McCourt said in an interview. He said the deal could help users "control their identity, own and control their data."



Whether ByteDance can find a buyer for TikTok will be crucial for determining its fate: if it cannot, if may be forced to shut down in the United States. But a sale of TikTok would be enormously expensive, limiting its pool of buyers. That's because most large technology companies would likely face antitrust scrutiny if they tried to acquire the app.



Those challenges haven't entirely crimped interest in 
one of the world's most popular social media applications
. Steven Mnuchin, a former Treasury secretary, made headlines in March for saying he was "trying to put together a group to buy TikTok, because they should be owned by U.S. businesses." TikTok's U.S. investors include the Susquehanna Investment Group and General Atlantic.



Mr. McCourt's bid is still in its early stages. He did not list everyone with whom he's discussed the purchase or explain where he might source capital for the offer.



There are still plenty of questions about what a TikTok sale might look like. The Chinese government has the power to prevent the sale of TikTok's valuable algorithm and the operations between TikTok's U.S. business and those of its parent company, ByteDance, may also be difficult to pry apart. Given that uncertainty, Mr. McCourt said it was too soon to discuss a potential valuation. But he is interested in TikTok without its video recommendation technology, and he has already brought on financial advisers at the investment bank Guggenheim Securities and legal advisers at the law firm Kirkland & Ellis.



"We doubt very much that China would sell TikTok with the algorithm," Mr. McCourt said. "We're the one bidder that doesn't want the algorithm because we're talking about a different architecture, a different way of thinking about the internet and how it operates."



He said that there was value in TikTok's huge user base, its content, the brand and "a lot of technology short of the algorithm."



President Biden
 signed the new law in April, which moved through Congress rapidly following a 
nearly yearlong
 process behind closed doors. Lawmakers and intelligence officials have expressed escalating concerns that TikTok posed a threat to national security. The company 
sued the
 federal government last week and is paying for a separate legal challenge from TikTok creators, saying that it has spent billions to address security concerns and that the law violates the First Amendment.
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YouTube Blocks Access to Protest Anthem in Hong Kong



Responding to a court order, YouTube and its sister company, Google, will block viewers in the region from viewing videos of the song, "Glory to Hong Kong."




People gathered at a shopping mall in Hong Kong sang songs, including "Glory to Hong Kong," during protests in 2019.




By Tiffany May


May 15, 2024


YouTube said on Tuesday that it would comply with a court order to block users in Hong Kong from viewing a popular democracy anthem, raising concerns about free speech and highlighting the increasing fraught environment for tech companies operating in the Chinese territory.



Last week, 
a Hong Kong court granted a government request
 to ban the song, "Glory to Hong Kong," listing 32 links to videos on YouTube. Judges said the song was a "weapon" that could be used to undermine national security.



The court said the 
injunction
 was "necessary to persuade" technology companies to "remove" the songs from their platforms.



A representative of YouTube said in a statement that the company would "continue to consider" an appeal of the court's ruling but would comply with the order.



"We are disappointed by the court's decision but are complying with its removal order by blocking access to the listed videos for viewers in Hong Kong," the representative said.



Like most tech companies, Google has a 
policy
 of 
removing or restricting access
 to material that is deemed illegal by a court in certain countries or places.



Last year, Google received 
105 requests
 to remove content from its platforms, including YouTube, Google sites and its search service, according to the company's 
transparency report
. Six of those requests involved what the authorities said were national security threats.



In May 2023, Google said, it was asked to remove a Google Drive account that "appeared to encourage participants to submit videos of themselves singing "Glory to Hong Kong.'" Google did not comply with the request.




The High Court building in Hong Kong. A court there last week granted the government an injunction giving it the power to ban "Glory to Hong Kong."




By blocking "Glory to Hong Kong" in the city, links to videos of the song would also stop showing up on Google search results in Hong Kong, according to the company representative.



Since demonstrations rocked the city in 2019, "Glory to Hong Kong" has been a flashpoint for the authorities who considered it an insult to China's national anthem. The song has been banned from Hong Kong schools.



Beijing has asserted greater control over the former British colony in recent years by imposing a national security law that has crushed nearly all forms of dissent. People convicted of posting seditious content online have gone to prison.



In March, the Hong Kong government enacted 
new security legislation
 that criminalized offenses like "external interference" and the theft of state secrets, creating potential risks for multinational companies operating in the Asian financial center.



Compared to mainland China, where the internet is tightly surveilled and censored, Hong Kong is a relative bastion of freedom. Facebook and X have continued to operate in the city after they were blocked from the mainland in 2009. In 2010, Google shut down its China services and rerouted users to its search engine in Hong Kong.



Lokman Tsui, a research fellow in Amsterdam with The Citizen Lab, a cybersecurity watchdog group, said that the government was embarrassed by the popularity of "Glory to Hong Kong" and had gone to great lengths to ban the song.



"This injunction shows that Hong Kong is open for business but only if you are willing to comply with their requests for blatant political censorship," he said.



YouTube's decision raises questions about whether other platforms, such as Facebook, Instagram and Spotify, would be subject to similar pressures.



"After Google, the government will now begin to focus on other platforms like Meta where the protest songs can be also found on Meta's Facebook and Instagram," said George Chen, a co-chair of digital practice at the Asia Group, a consulting firm in Washington. "I believe other platforms may now consider YouTube's decision to geoblock as a good reference."



Meta did not immediately respond to a request for comment. The Asia Internet Coalition, which represents Google and Meta among others, declined to comment on its member companies.
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Netflix and the N.F.L. Sign a Three-Season Deal



Football joins pro wrestling and comedy specials in an expansion of the streaming service's live offerings, a key step in the company's overall live TV strategy.




Netflix's deal with the N.F.L. marks a first for the streaming service.




By Nicole Sperling


May 15, 2024


Netflix is no longer simply in the "sports-adjacent" business. On Wednesday, the streaming giant announced a three-season deal with the National Football League that will include showing two Christmas Day games on its service this year. It's the first time Netflix has become partners with a major sports league, and it likely won't be the last.



The move follows Netflix's increasingly aggressive push into the business of live events. In the past two weeks, "The Roast of Tom Brady" was its most-watched English-language TV show; a quirky six-day John Mulaney talk show went viral as part of the Netflix Is a Joke live comedy festival in Los Angeles; and the stand-up special "Katt Williams: Woke Foke" was viewed 4.3 million times.



"Last year, we decided to take a big bet on live -- tapping into massive fandoms across comedy, reality TV, sports and more," Bela Bejaria, Netflix's chief content officer, said in a statement. "There are no live annual events, sports or otherwise, that compare with the audiences N.F.L. football attracts."



The two Christmas games will pit the Houston Texans against the visiting Baltimore Ravens and the Pittsburgh Steelers against the visiting Kansas City Chiefs (raising the odds for greater viewership with a potential Taylor Swift sighting).



The streaming business has matured in the United States, and though Netflix is the dominant service, it still needs to keep growing. With subscriptions relatively maxed out in America, the growth of other revenue streams has become crucial to the company's success. Advertising is chief among them.



At a time when more people are dropping their traditional cable subscriptions, live sports remain catnip for advertisers because they are one place where audiences are guaranteed in real time. That is especially true for the N.F.L., which remains a ratings juggernaut.




"The Roast of Tom Brady" was Netflix's most-watched English-language TV show to date.




Last month, Netflix announced that its lower-priced subscription service, which features ads and is roughly a year old, grew 65 percent in 
the first quarter
 of the year, and said on Wednesday that it now had 40 million global monthly active users on that plan. Netflix has roughly 270 million overall subscribers worldwide.



"This shows just how serious Netflix is taking advertising, because you don't do this unless you are fully committed, all in, on how big you think this is going to be," said Richard Greenfield, media and technology analyst at Lightshed Partners. "This is them putting a stake in the ground saying, 'We're here, we're going to grow much, much bigger in advertising and this is effectively Day 1.'"



Netflix has also committed to so-called sports-adjacent live programming. In January, it reached a 
multibillion-dollar, 10-year deal
 for the exclusive rights to stream World Wrestling Entertainment's flagship weekly wrestling show, "Raw." And in March it announced that it would 
stream a boxing match
 between Mike Tyson and the social media influencer Jake Paul live in July.



While the N.F.L. deal is a first for Netflix, it is a continuance of the league's streaming strategy.



Amazon began streaming Thursday night games exclusively on its Prime service in 2022. In January, NBCUniversal showed an N.F.L. playoff game 
on Peacock
, the first time in the league's history that it granted a streaming service exclusive rights to a playoff game. The company paid $100 million for the rights, generated 23 million viewers and called it "the most streamed live event in U.S. history." (N.F.L. playoff games traditionally lure around 30 million viewers.)



For the past two years, the N.F.L. has broadcast three games on Christmas, challenging the N.B.A.'s stronghold on the winter holiday. As part of this new deal, Netflix will stream at least one game on the holiday in 2025 and 2026.



Roger Goodell, the N.F.L. commissioner, is leaning in on streaming as broadcast television continues to recede in popularity.



"Our fans are on these platforms," Mr. Goodell told reporters during the week of the Super Bowl. "Our fans want to access them. The technology is extraordinary. You can do things on some of these platforms that you can't do on the linear platform. For us, it's part of the future."



While the Netflix games will be simulcast on broadcast television for free in the competing teams' cities, Netflix and others are likely to make a bigger investment in the N.F.L. and other sports in years to come. Streaming, for instance, is already playing a role in current 
negotiations over future rights
 to show National Basketball Association games.



"This feels like a watershed moment for linear TV," Mr. Greenfield, the analyst, said. "Getting the king of premium streamers to say we are in the sports business for real is a pretty big deal for television. Because it doesn't matter what this means now -- it just shows you you've got another serious bidder for sports rights."



Emmanuel Morgan
 contributed reporting from New York.
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Senators Propose $32 Billion in Annual A.I. Spending but Defer Regulation



Their plan is the culmination of a yearlong listening tour on the dangers of the new technology.




From left, the senators behind a plan for federal legislation on artificial intelligence: Martin Heinrich, Todd Young, Chuck Schumer and Mike Rounds.




By Cecilia Kang and David McCabe


May 15, 2024


A bipartisan group of senators released a long-awaited legislative plan for artificial intelligence on Wednesday, calling for billions in funding to propel American leadership in the technology while offering few details on regulations to address its risks.



In a 20-page document titled "Driving U.S. Innovation in Artificial Intelligence," the Senate leader, Chuck Schumer, and three colleagues called for spending $32 billion annually by 2026 for government and private-sector research and development of the technology.



The lawmakers recommended creating a federal data privacy law and said they supported legislation, planned for introduction on Wednesday, that would prevent the use of realistic misleading technology known as deepfakes in election campaigns. But they said congressional committees and agencies should come up with regulations on A.I., including protections against health and financial discrimination, the elimination of jobs, and 
copyright violations
 caused by the technology.



"It's very hard to do regulations because A.I. is changing too quickly," Mr. Schumer, a New York Democrat, said in an interview. "We didn't want to rush this."



He designed the road map with two Republican senators, Mike Rounds of South Dakota and Todd Young of Indiana, and a fellow Democrat, Senator Martin Heinrich of New Mexico, after their yearlong listening tour to hear concerns about new generative A.I. technologies. Those tools, like OpenAI's ChatGPT, can generate realistic and convincing images, videos, audio and text. Tech leaders have 
warned about the potential harms
 of A.I., including the obliteration of entire job categories, election interference, discrimination in housing and finance, and even the replacement of humankind.



The senators' decision to delay A.I. regulation 
widens a gap between the United States and the European Union
, which this year adopted a law that prohibits A.I.'s riskiest uses, including some facial recognition applications and tools that can manipulate behavior or discriminate. The European law requires transparency around how systems operate and what data they collect. Dozens of U.S. states have also proposed privacy and A.I. laws that would prohibit certain uses of the technology.



Outside of recent legislation mandating the sale or ban of the social media app TikTok, 
Congress hasn't passed
 major tech legislation in years, despite multiple proposals.



"It's disappointing because at this point we've missed several windows of opportunity to act while the rest of the world has," said Amba Kak, a co-executive director of the nonprofit AI Now Institute and a former adviser on A.I. to the Federal Trade Commission.



Mr. Schumer's efforts on A.I. legislation began in June with a 
series of high-profile forums
 that brought together 
tech leaders including
 Elon Musk of Tesla, Sundar Pichai of Google and Sam Altman of OpenAI.



(The New York Times has sued OpenAI and its partner, Microsoft, over use of the publication's copyrighted works in A.I. development.)



Mr. Schumer said in the interview that through the forums, lawmakers had begun to understand the complexity of A.I. technologies and how expert agencies and congressional committees were best equipped to create regulations.



The legislative road map encourages greater federal investment in the growth of domestic research and development.



"This is sort of the American way -- we are more entrepreneurial," Mr. Schumer said in the interview, adding that the lawmakers hoped to make "innovation the North Star."



In a separate briefing with reporters, he said the Senate was more likely to consider A.I. proposals piecemeal instead of in one large legislative package.



"What we'd expect is that we would have some bills that certainly pass the Senate and hopefully pass the House by the end of the year," Mr. Schumer said. "It won't cover the whole waterfront. There's too much waterfront to cover, and things are changing so rapidly."



He added that his staff had spoken with Speaker Mike Johnson's office



Maya Wiley, president of the Leadership Conference on Civil and Human Rights, participated in the first forum. She said that the closed-door meetings were "tech industry heavy" and that the report's focus on promoting innovation overshadowed the real-world harms that could result from A.I. systems, noting that health and financial tools had already shown signs of discrimination against certain ethnic and racial groups.



Ms. Wiley has called for greater focus on the vetting of new products to make sure they are safe and operate without biases that can target certain communities.



"We should not assume that we don't need additional rights," she said.
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Chris Gibbs, a farmer who raises soybeans, corn and cattle, spent much of his adult life as a leader of the Republican Party in Shelby County, Ohio. He rose from vice chair of the local executive committee to party chairman, a role he served in for seven years, until 2015. Last fall he was elected to a far tougher job: chairman of the Democratic Party in Shelby County, where registered Republicans outnumber Democrats more than eight to one.



The story of his political conversion offers a glimmer of hope to Democrats in otherwise inhospitable terrain and a possible path forward in places where the party has withered. His pitch? At a time when Republicans must fall in line behind Donald Trump, Democrats have the chance to rebrand themselves as the party of freedom, a concept valued by rural people everywhere.



In today's Republican Party, "You either speak with a Trump voice or you're vaporized," Mr. Gibbs told me. We chatted on a recent evening in his garage in Maplewood, after we searched his pasture for newborn calves. (We found three.) "In the Democratic Party, everybody gets a voice. You don't always get your way, but you get a voice."




In today's Republican Party, "You either speak with a Trump voice or you're vaporized," Mr. Gibbs says.




Mr. Gibbs, 65, long identified as a moderate Republican, of the sort Ohio used to be known for, in the era of Gov. John Kasich and Senator Rob Portman. He started to feel out of step with the party in 2014 as it turned against immigration. Nevertheless, in 2016 Mr. Gibbs voted for Mr. Trump, hoping for the best.



He quickly grew disillusioned by Mr. Trump's lack of statesmanship. Then came the tariff war with China, which ate into the value of Mr. Gibbs's soybean crop in 2018. He wrote a scathing opinion essay in a local paper that compared the American farmer to Stormy Daniels. Both had gotten "screwed" by Mr. Trump, 
he wrote
, and 
been offered cash to keep their mouths shut
.



The response was swift: He lost most of his friends and his post on the board of elections and joined the ranks of Shelby County's undeclared. (There are 21,508 registered voters in Shelby County who don't identify as Republicans or Democrats, compared with 10,061 registered as Republicans and 1,243 as Democrats.) In 2020 he briefly tried a run for Congress.



Running as an independent forced him to think more deeply about what he stood for, because he had to explain it to people for the first time in his life. Soon afterward, he met a politician who articulated the same values: Tim Ryan, an Ohio Democrat who ran for Senate in 2022 on a platform that emphasized freedom, faith and family. Mr. Gibbs stumped for Mr. Ryan in a cowboy hat and a bolo tie. Mr. Ryan lost to J.D. Vance, but that campaign opened the door to Mr. Gibbs considering himself a Democrat.



Last year Tom Kerrigan, who had led the Shelby County Democrats for a decade, retired and recruited Mr. Gibbs as his replacement. "He had energy," Mr. Kerrigan told me, as well as a track record of challenging MAGA Republicans.



Bethanne Spires, the party secretary, said that some Shelby County Democrats still find it confusing to be led by a former adversary. "Some people perhaps don't trust him," she said. "But I know very well that his whole heart is in our mission."



Mr. Gibbs has the zeal of a convert, and he is trying to draw Democrats out of the shadows in a place where many fear identifying their partisan affiliation publicly. "This is a scary place to be a Democrat," Jan Selby, 74, a retired medical technologist from Auglaize County, told me. She didn't feel comfortable putting up a political sign in her pasture, for fear that someone would shoot her horses.




Running as an independent forced Mr. Gibbs to think more deeply about what he stood for.




Mr. Gibbs started a "
citizen of the month
" feature on Facebook, highlighting Democrats well known in their communities -- a beloved veteran, a retired teacher, a helpful hardware store employee -- to show that they "don't have horns or a tail," he said. He booked a booth for Democrats at the Ohio State Fair in July, next to the livestock pens and the 4-H Club.



Now he's making plans to host a platform convention, where Shelby County Democrats will define their shared values and discuss how to talk about them with neighbors, relatives and friends. "This has been the problem with Democrats," he told me. "They blow in like a big bird and say, 'We're going to do this for you.'" They talk too much about policies, he said, and not enough about values.



Mr. Gibbs is not the only person trying to revive the Democratic Party in rural areas by reframing it on freedom. A group called 
Rural Organizing
 distributed 15,000 yard signs in Ohio, Montana and Michigan that read, "We support choice, freedom, democracy." 
Democrats 101
, a volunteer effort started by the author 
J.M. Purvis
, promotes a universal Democratic creed based on freedom, justice and opportunity. He wants the party to focus on building a foundation for the future. "The entire apparatus is defined by the quest to win the next election," Mr. Purvis told me. "If Shelby County is going to vote red in the next election, why spend any money there? You don't. But that's short-range thinking. There are a lot of dynamic people at the county level in the Democratic Party. And they feel abandoned."




Bethanne Spires, the party secretary of the Shelby County Democrats, says that Mr. Gibb's "whole heart is in our mission."




Mr. Purvis's goal is to unify Democrats -- and maybe all Americans -- behind a common political identity. Mr. Gibbs has a different idea. He doesn't think the Democrats of Shelby County have the same values as those in San Francisco or Detroit, and that's the beauty of what makes Democrats different in the age of Trump: They're free to define themselves.



This ambitious reinvention of the party was on display at this year's spring dinner for Democrats at the Sidney Elks Lodge. I counted about 130 attendees, many of them ex-Republicans. The dinner began with the Pledge of Allegiance and a prayer. Mr. Ryan gave the keynote speech, reframing core Democratic positions as issues of freedom. Abortion rights? That's freedom from "the ultimate government encroachment." Labor rights? Freedom of association. Regulation of Big Tech? That's "freedom for our kids' minds."



"Freedom is a foundational value for us as citizens and as Democrats," he told the audience.



Craig Swartz, the head of the recently formed Rural Caucus of Ohio's Democratic Party, gave a fiery speech about what it would take to bring the Democratic Party back to life in rural America. Afterward, he told me that Democrats need to win at least 40 percent of the rural vote in Ohio to prevail in statewide elections -- an impossible task in places where Democrats have all but disappeared.



I saw the challenges firsthand in downtown Sidney, the county seat. Some are familiar to Democrats across the country; Fox News played endlessly at the Spot, a popular restaurant, portraying Democrats as socialists and "pro-Hamas" terrorists.



The more difficult challenge for Mr. Gibbs and the Shelby County Democrats may be generational. The spring dinner was full of gray-haired retirees. The younger voters I met were either enamored by Mr. Trump or politically disengaged. Raymond Daniel, 25, who cuts hair at the Downtown Barbershop, told me he couldn't think of a politician who had ever inspired him. He was, however, happy to cast the first ballot of his life for a 28-year-old farmer who recently won his primary for a seat on the Shelby County commission by more than 
nine votes
 over two older, more established candidates. Mr. Daniel cared more that the candidate was young than that he was a Republican.



Mr. Gibbs didn't deny that energizing young people is one of the many challenges that he is facing. But if they get a chance to hear what Shelby County Democrats truly stand for, he argues, they'll give the party a second look. That will be the ultimate test of whether his belief in the power of traditional American values -- and the idea of freedom -- are enough.




Mr. Gibbs on his property.




The Times is committed to publishing 
a diversity of letters
 to the editor. We'd like to hear what you think about this or any of our articles. Here are some 
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Charles M. Blow



Trump Is Still at War With the Constitution








By Charles M. Blow


May 16, 2024


At a rally in Wildwood, N.J., on Saturday, Donald Trump said that if he is re-elected, he will "immediately deport" any campus protesters who "come here from another country and try to bring jihadism or anti-Americanism or antisemitism."



Of course, Trump dwells in linguistic imprecision. What does "try to bring" mean? Are we using his definitions of jihadism, anti-Americanism and antisemitism? How would those sentiments be monitored? Would the deportations be extrajudicial? Would the deportations be only of student visa holders, or would it include green card holders?



This campaign pledge -- this threat -- is not only unworkable; it's ludicrous. But it's a powerful bit of propaganda. It ties together Trump's message of nativism and xenophobia with one of his fixations: an iron-fist approach to protests that challenge his beliefs or interests.



Trump understands, intuitively, the power of crowds, and views it as a pressing threat when aligned against him.



Former Defense Secretary Mark Esper has said Trump was furious about the protests in the summer of 2020 after the murder of George Floyd. In 
his memoir
, Esper wrote that in one meeting, Trump asked, "Can't you just shoot them? Just shoot them in the legs or something?" According to Esper, Trump believed that the protests made the country -- and him -- look weak.



Trump has a thirst for authoritarianism because he conflates suppression with strength. In a 1990 interview with Playboy, Trump said this about the Chinese government's response to the Tiananmen Square protests: "They were vicious, they were horrible, but they put it down with strength. That shows you the power of strength. Our country is right now perceived as weak."



It's hard not to conclude that Trump relishes the idea of doing the same.



But what Trump seems to see as a weakness is actually one of America's strengths, the First Amendment. It protects not only freedom of speech but also the freedom to peaceably assemble.



The First Amendment also protects the freedom of the press, which has been under constant assault from Trump. Not only have his incessant references to the news media as the "enemy of the people" helped to poison public sentiment about the trustworthiness of basic facts; he has long expressed a desire to erode press freedoms in the country in general.



During his 2016 campaign, he 
promised
 to "open up our libel laws" to allow news organizations to be more easily sued if they write what he deems "purposely negative and horrible and false articles." There is already an avenue for litigation for false reporting, but it is the subjective "negative" and "horrible" designations that should set off alarms.



In many ways, Trump is at war with the Constitution itself.



In 2022, just weeks after announcing his current campaign, he took to social media, continuing his lie that the 2020 election had been stolen, writing: "A Massive Fraud of this type and magnitude allows for the termination of all rules, regulations, and articles, even those found in the Constitution. Our great 'Founders' did not want, and would not condone, False & Fraudulent Elections!"



In fact, one of the founders' greatest fears was a populist demagogue.



As Alexander Hamilton 
wrote
 to George Washington in 1792, just a few years after the Constitution was ratified, "the only path to a subversion of the republican system of the country is by flattering the prejudices of the people and exciting their jealousies and apprehensions, to throw affairs into confusion and bring on civil commotion."



That is a rather prophetic description of the rise of Trump and the precarious point at which the nation now finds itself.



And if Trump is re-elected, some of his allies are already planning to indulge and institutionalize his authoritarian inklings. Much of what they 
have planned
 involves reshaping the executive branch and exploiting regulatory power.



But it would be unwise to think that Trump would limit himself in this way. With an obsequious Congress -- which he would have if it is controlled by Republicans -- he could also, potentially, enact laws that undermine the Constitution. We've seen this before.



In 1798, fearing a possible war with France, a Federalist Party-controlled Congress passed a series of laws known as the Alien and Sedition Acts, permitting the president to deport "aliens" and allowing the arrest, imprisonment and deportation of citizens of an enemy country during wartime. The Sedition Act made it illegal to "print, utter or publish ... any false, scandalous and malicious writing" about the government.



As the National Archives 
explains
: "The laws were directed against Democratic-Republicans, the party typically favored by new citizens. The only journalists prosecuted under the Sedition Act were editors of Democratic-Republican newspapers."



The Sedition Act is no longer on the books, but it is now widely considered to have been unconstitutional. It's alarming to see so many Americans shrug when a former president floats a similar idea.



As Benjamin Franklin 
printed
 in his newspaper, a half-century before our Constitution was written and adopted: "Freedom of speech is a principal pillar of a free government; when this support is taken away, the constitution of a free society is dissolved and tyranny is erected on its ruins."



That appears to be Trump's ambition.
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Nicholas Kristof



From the Embers of an Old Genocide, a New One May Be Emerging




A 15-year-old Darfur girl who was the victim of a sexual assault sits outside a shelter after fleeing to Chad.




By Nicholas Kristof


May 16, 2024


First they killed the adults.



"Then they piled up the children and shot them," a witness told Human Rights Watch. "They threw their bodies into the river."



That's a scene from a humanitarian crisis happening now in Sudan that has been overshadowed by Gaza and Ukraine and may be about to get far worse. It's a conflict, by some accounts a genocide, unfolding particularly in the Darfur region there.



You may remember Darfur: It was the site of a genocide two decades ago. Those atrocities galvanized a vast response, led by protesters across the United States. Barack Obama and Joe Biden, then senators, were among those who called for action, and they were joined by tens of thousands of high school and college students, plus activists from churches, synagogues and mosques working together.



While hundreds of thousands were slaughtered in Darfur at that time, the campaign also probably saved the lives of hundreds of thousands of others. Other countries imposed sanctions and an arms embargo, peacekeeping forces were established by the African Union and the United Nations, and the Sudanese leader who commanded the genocide was eventually ousted.



Yet today the slaughter in Darfur is resuming -- and the international response is not. Most Western nations and African ones alike have been fairly indifferent.



"The inaction pales in comparison to the situation 20 years ago, when global leaders felt morally and legally obliged to act on Darfur," Human Rights Watch noted in a new 228-page 
report
.



Some of the same Arab forces responsible for the genocide in the 2000s are picking up where they left off. They are massacring, torturing, 
raping
 and mutilating members of non-Arab ethnic groups -- the same victims as before -- while burning or bulldozing their villages, survivors say.



There's a racist element: Arab militias mock their victims as "slaves" and taunt them with racial epithets -- the non-Arabs are often darker skinned. The militias seem to be trying to systematically eliminate non-Arab tribes from the area.



The Rapid Support Forces, an Arab militia associated with the worst atrocities, is on the edge of the city of El Fasher, with some 
800,000
 inhabitants, and may be about to sack it. Linda Thomas-Greenfield, the United States ambassador to the United Nations, 
warns
 that El Fasher is "on the precipice of a large-scale massacre."



In addition, food is running out in Sudan, and gunmen have blocked aid groups from delivering food. The U.N. World Food Program 
reports
 that with 28 million Sudanese facing acute hunger, people are resorting to eating grass and peanut shells.



Cindy McCain, the leader of the World Food Program, 
warned
 that Sudan may soon constitute the world's worst hunger crisis, risking millions of lives. "Today, the people of Sudan have been forgotten," she added.



One gauge of the global indifference: Countries have offered only 
8 percent
 of what the U.N. needs to support refugees who have poured out of Sudan -- including 
almost 600,000
 who have reached Chad in the last year, 88 percent of whom are women or children.



The latest crisis in Sudan is the result of a civil war that began a year ago between the army and the Rapid Support Forces, both Arab dominated. The attacks on civilians like the non-Arab tribes, amounting to collateral damage in the civil war, have been particularly vicious in Darfur.



When the non-Arab governor of West Darfur protested what he called an "
ongoing genocide
," he was detained by the Rapid Support Forces and executed. Videos circulated that showed his corpse stripped and mutilated.



The Rapid Support Forces have been killing boys and men and raping women and girls, according to accounts from human rights monitors and survivors. 
In interviews
 with Reuters, more than 40 mothers described how their children, mostly sons, had been killed by Rapid Support Forces. One was a 2-year-old boy beaten to death in front of his mother, who was shot below the shoulder when she tried to intervene.



The Raoul Wallenberg Center for Human Rights issued a 
report
 concluding that the atrocities meet the legal standard of genocide, 
adding
 that it is "a repeat genocide, and a repeat failure."



"The international community has completely abandoned the non-Arab communities of Darfur facing an ongoing genocide," said Yonah Diamond, senior legal counsel to the Wallenberg Center.



And the global response? The U.N. Security Council has passed a pair 
of pathetic resolution
s calling for a cease-fire, most recently merely for the month of Ramadan. This week, the U.S. 
sanctioned
 two Rapid Support Forces commanders for their actions in Darfur, a move that is welcome but far from enough. It's appalling that leading countries not only can't muster significant action, they also can't even manage a significant statement.



What we can do is push, as was done two decades ago, for a much greater effort to end the civil war in Sudan. That means an arms embargo and firm pressure on countries like the 
United Arab Emirates
 that (despite its denials) 
appear to be
 
fueling the war
 with weapons 
shipments
 to the Rapid Support Forces. A 
U.N. report
 cites evidence of cargo flights several times each week carrying weapons from the U.A.E. to the Rapid Support Forces via Chad.



Sports figures, business leaders and celebrities visiting the U.A.E. should question why it chooses to provide weapons used for mass atrocities.



Leading countries can also impose sanctions on Sudanese figures and press the African Union and the African members of the Security Council to show leadership. A Security Council visit to the border with Chad would highlight the crisis, as would other high-level visits and statements.



"Darfur has been abandoned by everyone," said Tirana Hassan, the executive director of Human Rights Watch.



So, in impoverished Darfur, the vow after every genocide of "never again" risks becoming "one more time."
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Guest Essay



Cyrus Vance: What It Takes to Keep Harvey Weinstein, and Men Like Him, Behind Bars








By Cyrus R. Vance Jr.


May 14, 2024


Many interpreted Harvey Weinstein's conviction and sentencing in 2020 as a painfully overdue moment of reckoning for powerful, sexually abusive men like Mr. Weinstein. As the district attorney who brought the charges against Mr. Weinstein, I certainly felt so.



That is why I was surprised and troubled when New York's highest state court, the Court of Appeals, recently reversed Mr. Weinstein's convictions on two grounds. The first ground was that the trial judge erred by allowing the prosecution to introduce testimony from three women Mr. Weinstein had allegedly sexually assaulted but were not part of the indictment, or so-called Molineux evidence. The other ground was that the judge also erred in giving the prosecution permission, if Mr. Weinstein testified (he did not), to cross-examine him on an overly broad range of "bad acts."



I was not naive about the challenges in bringing a winnable and legally sustainable case against Mr. Weinstein. I had been a criminal defense attorney for more than 20 years before I was elected Manhattan district attorney. I knew that appeals follow convictions like night follows day, and until the last appeal is heard, the game is not over.



The appeals court decision surprised me because I had been to the trial and witnessed the honesty, raw pain and power of the survivors' testimonies on the witness stand. It troubled me because with no deference provided to the lower court, the Court of Appeals, in a 4-to-3 decision, had reversed a lengthy, objectively thoughtful, well considered and, importantly, unanimous opinion by a panel of the distinguished intermediate appeals court that sustained every single aspect of the jury's verdict and evidentiary rulings by the trial judge at the Weinstein trial. That's rare.



Perhaps the opinion and last word from the Court of Appeals reveals more about the internal politics of New York's highest court than about providing clear guidance on the legal distinction between rape and consensual sex, or giving clear guidance on what evidence can be admitted distinguishing between the two.



How do we in New York reconcile the decisions of law by members of our highest court that seem disconnected with the factual realities around rape and power differentials that lead to sexual abuse in the workplace? After this Weinstein decision, how do we give faith to victims that the system can work to hold sexual abusers like Weinstein accountable? The answer lies not in the Court of Appeals, but in the legislature.



In California, state law allows the admission of allegations of sexual offenses not listed in the indictment. Specifically, in sex crime cases, in accordance with the California Evidence Code, prosecutors have a right by statute to introduce evidence of a defendant's past but uncharged sexual misconduct, calling in witnesses whose accusations are directly relevant to, but are not part of, the indictment against the defendant. And it is only Mr. Weinstein's subsequent conviction in California on one count of rape and two counts of sexual assault that keeps him in jail today. Federal Rules of Evidence 404(b) provides the same for trials in federal court across the country.



Two New York lawmakers have 
introduced
 
bills
 in the State Legislature that could allow evidence of a prior sexual assault to be admissible in court. Statutory authority eats common law authority for lunch every day. In Mr. Weinstein's case, without a basis in New York state law like the one provided in California that addresses admissibility of uncharged bad acts, a conviction was always vulnerable to a discretionary decision by the Court of Appeals in the future. That vulnerability will always be there for sex crime cases unless we pass a law that lays out the legal standard for admissibility of uncharged crimes in all courts, for all cases.



In my reading of the New York case, there is no doubt that Mr. Weinstein was, in fact, a serial sexual abuser. No doubt that he used the power of his celebrity and industry prestige and physically aggressive tactics to overbear the will of innumerable women and forcibly assault them sexually. No question that before trial, when the protective dam Mr. Weinstein had created made up of his lawyers, investigators and nondisclosure agreements was finally breached in the fall of 2017, his only defense would be that the women were making it up; that these were all consensual, sexual encounters; that he, in fact, was the victim because the women were using him to advance their careers.



The dissenting judges, represented most forcefully by Judge Madeline Singas, a former elected district attorney from Nassau County, looked at the same facts as the majority and admissibility under Molineux
, 
but they did so through a modern lens and understood the reality accepted by sexual assault experts that the majority refused to acknowledge. In the contemporary understanding of sexual assault cases involving "acquaintance rape," it is often relevant and necessary to introduce testimony of other survivors who experienced the same behavior to rebut the defense that the sex was consensual -- or, quoting from an earlier opinion by the Court of Appeals involving a Molineux analysis, a "repetition, duplication and similarity of defendant's acts" that has "a direct bearing on the question of premeditated intent." The defense at trial capitalized on what Judge Singas called "rape myths, and rape culture at large, asking the jury to believe that, despite their words and actions, the victims were consenting."



The Court of Appeals decision does not change the law under Molineux. But in cases of sexual violence, going forward -- absent legislation like California's or that proposed now but not yet passed in New York -- it will tend to prevent relevant and important evidence of uncharged criminal acts to be admitted in acquaintance rape cases. Such evidence could give the jury, with appropriate limiting instructions by the trial judge, a more fair, complete and balanced understanding of a defendant's motive and intent. In New York at least, it is likely that prosecutors will be less inclined to investigate and prosecute the most challenging cases, like Mr. Weinstein's.



After the Weinstein guilty verdicts came down in 2020, I met in my office with the survivors who had testified. I was overwhelmed by the courage of these strong women, who agreed to tell their stories under oath and subject themselves to cross-examination in court and attack outside of it by the Weinstein media and investigation team.



Until our Legislature acts, the Court of Appeals' decision in the Weinstein case is a loss for New York State, for prosecutors who want to bring these difficult cases and for the survivors who may be even less inclined to testify in court. As Judge Singas said, "New York's women deserve better." I agree.



Cyrus Vance was the Manhattan district attorney from 2010 to 2022 and prosecuted Harvey Weinstein in 2020. He is a partner at Baker McKenzie.
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letters



A 'Changed Landscape': Voices From Israel


May 15, 2024







To the Editor:



I write this as I mark Israeli Independence Day in the changed landscape of my neighborhood.



Across the street: the home of a soldier killed in Gaza. Up the block: those of three more fallen soldiers. The park next to the grocery store: dedicated to the memory of another fallen soldier. Inside, an amputee carries yogurt with his elbow because his lower arm is gone. Around the corner: the home of a young man murdered at the Tribe of Nova music festival on Oct. 7.



Nearby: the home of my former student who defended Kfar Aza kibbutz until Hamas terrorists shot him. He's been in the I.C.U. for seven months. Past the park: the home of Noa Marciano, a soldier and hostage who was murdered in Al-Shifa Hospital. Overhead: the drone of warplanes.



We are 
still 
under attack from Hamas and Hezbollah. No one in Israel is out of the cross hairs. We're not sleeping soundly at night. We won't breathe deeply until the hostages and our soldiers come home.



I want to start a school for religious Muslim and Jewish girls. I plan to spend next year studying Arabic. I dream of a two-state solution.



I think your coverage of this war would look different if you took a walk in my neighborhood.



Sarah Greenberg
Modiin, Israel



To the Editor:



We support the protests against Israel that take place on many campuses in the United States and call on the school administrations to accommodate these protests rather than attempt to crush them, although they disrupt normal activities and annoy people who support Israel's general policies regarding the Palestinian people.



Supporting the protests does not mean agreeing with every slogan or opinion that is voiced or held by some of their participants. It means agreeing with their core demands, which, in the immediate term, call for an end to the brutal Israeli attack on Gaza and a full withdrawal of Israeli forces from the territory.



In the long term, the call is for a reasonable and stable resolution of the Israel-Palestine conflict in a way that would allow members of both nationalities to live in peace and with dignity.



We hold these truths to be self-evident: The suffering of generations of Palestinians does not justify the massacres by Hamas on Oct. 7. Nor do these massacres justify the brutal attack that Israel launched on Gaza following that day.



Oded Goldreich
Anat Matar
Tel Aviv
Dr. Goldreich is a professor of computer science at the Weizmann Institute of Science. Dr. Matar is a senior lecturer at the department of philosophy at Tel Aviv University and a political activist.



Trump's Cheer Squad








To the Editor:



Re "
Loyalty in Trump's Trial Guest List
" (Political Memo, May 15):



The Trump election-interference trial (for that's what it is) has seen a parade of high-profile Republicans in the courtroom to support their leader. We might think that members of Congress (including the House speaker, Mike Johnson) would have better things to do, like legislating, than to junket to Lower Manhattan to sit in on a criminal trial involving attempts to keep relevant information from voters.



But even if the attendees do not have actual work to do making the nation's laws, have they no shame? Do they not realize that by abasing themselves in this way they are being dragged down to Donald Trump's level? I suppose they do not care, but their constituents and the rest of us should.



Jonathan J. Margolis
Brookline, Mass.
The writer is a lawyer.



To the Editor:



Not only has the parade of bootlickers parroted Donald Trump's lies, the mini-Trumps all dressed like him with dark blue suits and red ties. It would be funny if this cult of personality were not so dangerous.



Michael E. Mahler
Los Angeles



Hmm, Maybe A.I. Should Take Over the World



To the Editor:



Re "
New Polls Find Trump in Lead in Swing States
" (front page, May 14):



When I read that nearly 20 percent of polled respondents blame President Biden more than former President Donald Trump for overturning Roe v. Wade, I go from dreading A.I. taking over the world to rooting for it to do so.



Saul Janson
Venice, Calif.



A Call for Bipartisan Action




The bill, which would reauthorize the Federal Aviation Administration for the next five years, would provide it more than $105 billion and another $738 million for the National Transportation Safety Board.




To the Editor:



Re "
Amid Air Travel Turmoil, Senate Passes Legislation to Reauthorize the F.A.A.
" (Business, May 10):



After months of negotiations, the bipartisan F.A.A. reauthorization is nearly ready for takeoff -- but only because the House and the Senate were running out of runway. The lack of action on this critical funding unfortunately wasn't a unique instance, but instead a paradigm of how Congress functions these days.



Upticks in near misses and shortages in safety inspectors and air traffic controllers should have been reason enough to reauthorize the agency months ago. But lawmakers put politicking before policymaking, as they used short-term extensions to prevent funding lapses and government shutdowns. This is not how Congress should legislate, at least on issues as critical as air transportation safety.



It's time that our elected officials change the dynamic. They can do this if they regularly identify and prioritize win-win areas where bipartisanship is both possible and needed. As the November elections inch closer, Congress should not shirk its responsibilities and shy away from necessary bipartisan collaboration.



Liam deClive-Lowe
Paolo Mastrangelo
Washington
The writers are the co-founders and co-presidents of American Policy Ventures, an organization that helps policymakers work together.



Playing Catch








To the Editor:



Re "
Quiet Joy in Games of Catch
," by Jessica Shattuck (Opinion guest essay, May 12):



Anytime a dad and his son can play catch is, for me anyway, a precious and an almost spiritual time. Too bad so many folks are too busy to enjoy such a simple fun thing to do.



Jack Murray
Raleigh, N.C.



To the Editor:



In a month I'll be 81. My well-worn, decades-old baseball glove and two hardballs, one sitting deep in its pocket, sit on a low table near my front door.



Nina Kraut
Washington



Bring Back the Apostrophes!




Using a marker, someone drew an apostrophe onto a new street sign that had omitted it.




To the Editor:



Re "
Subtle Change in Street Signs Arouses English Towns Sticklers
" (news article, May 12):



The North Yorkshire Council is not the only entity -- and far from the first -- to try to eliminate the apostrophe. An obscure government agency established in 1890, the U.S. Board on Geographic Names, 
banned the use of the possessive apostrophe
 in U.S. place names under its authority for well over a century, granting five exceptions.



Most people have heard of Martha's Vineyard, one of the five, but not the other four: Ike's Point, John E's Pond, Carlos Elmer's Joshua View, and Clark's Mountain.



If these little-known places have the coveted punctuation mark, why not Pikes Peak, Harpers Ferry, Toms River and others?



James P. Finnegan
Chappaqua, N.Y.
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Ethnic 'Balancer' for Government Jobs Becomes Focus of Ethnic Division



North Macedonia tries to ensure diversity -- and keep the peace -- with computer-generated state hiring quotas. Fraud and bloat have tainted that effort.




An ethnic Albanian shepherd with his flock in a village on the outskirts of Tetovo, North Macedonia. 




By Andrew Higgins


May 15, 2024


After drawing up a plan for 20 hires this year by the city administration, the head of the municipal personnel department plugged it into the Balancer -- 
a website
 run by the government of the Balkan nation of North Macedonia.



Seconds later, he received a chart giving the mandatory ethnic breakdown of the people to fill the jobs: 16 ethnic Albanians, three ethnic Macedonians and one Roma.



The computer-generated quotas, which match the size of different communities in the heavily ethnic Albanian city of Tetovo, in the country's northwest, are part of one of the world's most comprehensive and rigidly mathematical government programs aimed at enforcing ethnic diversity through affirmative action.



It is also deeply contested. Critics say it puts ethnicity above merit, while supporters credit it with helping to pull the country back from ethnic civil war. Both sides agree the program has become riddled with fraud, especially as ethnic-based political parties try to game the system, and that it and other efforts to promote diversity have contributed to the proliferation of unnecessary state sector jobs.



Many in the ethnic Macedonian majority see such efforts as unfair social engineering, contributing to a big election win on May 8 for a nationalist-tinged political party, VMRO-DPMNE, that appeals mainly to the majority and has pledged to scrap the Balancer.




North Macedonia tipped into a brief but bloody conflict in 2001 when ethnic Albanian militants, aided by fighters from Kosovo, took up arms against the majority population of ethnic Macedonians.




Initially spared the violence that convulsed neighboring Kosovo and other parts of the former Yugoslavia in the 1990s, North Macedonia, an independent state since 1991, tipped into a brief but bloody conflict in 2001 when ethnic Albanian militants, aided by fighters from Kosovo, took up arms against the predominantly ethnic Macedonian security forces.



The conflict, which raged in mountain villages around Tetovo, ended when the National Liberation Army, an ethnic Albanian force, agreed to disarm and drop any demands for a separate state or merger with Kosovo and Albania. In return, the government, led by ethnic Macedonians, 
committed to
 "equitable representation" in public administration and "positive discrimination" in university admissions.



It also accepted Albanian as a second official language and allowed pupils in state schools to be taught in their own language.



Fatmir Sabriu, the Tetovo personnel director, said government job quotas "worked" insofar as they brought more ethnic Albanians into the state structure, particularly the police; they now account for 79 percent of city employees. But he said the diversity program had been deformed by "the cancer of our society -- the influence of politics on everything, especially getting a job."



Ethnic-based political parties, he said, exploited quotas to place their supporters in a bloated state sector, sometimes by telling them to fake their ethnicity to meet the Balancer's demands. New jobs have been created to ensure that each group is represented according to the Balancer's calculations, in addition to those added to staff new agencies aimed at promoting diversity.



The city administration today has 362 employees, up from 125 in 2006, Mr. Sabriu said.




Fatmir Sabriu, the personnel director in Tetovo, said quotas for government jobs "worked" insofar as they brought more ethnic Albanians into the state structure. 




Shefkete Hamza, a Roma woman in Tetovo who said she got a city job through the Balancer, recalled that five other applicants -- three ethnic Macedonians and two ethnic Albanians -- had all falsely declared themselves Roma, a particularly disadvantaged community. "I was the only real Roma," she said.



Since North Macedonia does not list ethnicity on birth certificates or identity cards, applicants merely have to self-identify as a member of the ethnic group for which a job is open, even if their true identity is clear from their name and or language. That, the personnel director said, made it impossible to call out fakes.



The 2001 settlement led to a proliferation of government agencies responsible for enforcing its terms. Aleksandra Temenugova, a researcher who has studied diversity programs, said many public institutions had hired "a lot of people who receive salaries but don't go to work."



A 
2020 study
 by Ms. Temenugova's Institute for Communication Studies, a Skopje research group, found that one ministry set up to supervise implementation of the 2001 diversity commitments had 1,410 employees, mostly ethnic Albanians, on its payroll but only 44 who reported to work.



Hostility to the quota program is most pronounced in the majority ethnic Macedonian population, which accounts for around 60 percent of the country's 1.8 million people.



"We have focused too much in this country on ethnicity instead of merit and competence," said Timco Mucunski, the deputy leader of the victorious party, which won the presidency and a large plurality of seats in Parliament.



Before the recent election, the prime minister as well as the ministers of finance and foreign affairs were all ethnic Albanians. (Because of the splintered nature of the electorate, ethnic Macedonian parties that win elections without majorities usually have to partner with Albanian ones in return for key jobs.)




Billboards and posters adorn intersections and buildings in downtown Skopje bearing a slogan of the victorious right-wing party, "Macedonia -- Proud Again!"




Mr. Mucunski's party campaigned on a slogan that rivals denounced as a dog whistle against minorities, particularly ethnic Albanians: "Macedonia -- Yours Again." Mr. Mucunski said it was merely a promise to all groups to "take back your country kidnapped by political elites."



The Constitution recognizes six official minorities: Albanians, who account for nearly 30 percent of the population, Roma, Bosniaks, Serbs, Turks, and Vlachs. 



There is no official registry of individual ethnic affiliations. A government move last year to record ethnicity on birth and marriage certificates was ruled unconstitutional by the country's top court.



Last week's election delivered a crushing defeat to the Social Democratic Union, a progressive party that came to power in 2017 promising to uproot corruption and bring ethnic communities together. It failed on both counts.



Bisera Kostadinovska-Stojchevska, a university professor who served as culture minister in the defeated government, blamed progressives' rout on a revival of ethnonationalist sentiment among both Macedonians and Albanians and widespread disgust at abuse of a system designed to promote equal opportunity.



She was dismayed last year to discover that two senior officials in her ministry in positions designated for ethnic Macedonians were actually Albanians. They kept their jobs. "If people say they feel Macedonian or feel Albanian there is nothing I can do," she said. "If you raise the issue you can get taken to court for discrimination," she added.




The outgoing culture minister Bisera Kostadinovska-Stojchevska, second from right, blamed progressives' rout on a revival of ethnonationalist sentiment.




The 2001 peace settlement promising "equitable representation" had "solved the problem of war but now they have all gone back to nationalism," she said, referring to the main ethnic Albanian and Macedonian parties. "They are drunk on it."



Before the election, the leader of the biggest ethnic Albanian party called a rally in the center of Skopje, the capital, and shouted "U.C.K., U.C.K.," the Albanian abbreviation for the National Liberation Army that in 2001 terrorized ethnic Macedonian villages. To many voters from the majority population, it sounded like a call to arms.



Ethnic communities have steadily drifted further apart as once mixed schools that taught mainly in the Macedonian language have given way to separate classes and divided schools catering to different language groups.



"Instead of cooperation between communities, there is only more polarization," said Ms. Temenugova, the researcher.



Dzelal Hodzic, the Bosniak deputy director of the Agency for Community Rights Implementation, said feelings among many ethnic Macedonians of being relegated to an inferior status flowed in part from a view typical of majority groups everywhere. "They think: We need to be the bosses and everyone else should be second class."



But he described the Balancer as a "broken tool."



"When people with political connections apply for a job they get notified what ethnicity they need to be," he said.




A monument dedicated to ethnic Albanian members of the National Liberation Army in the village of Poroj.




Supporters of promoting diversity complain that well-intentioned efforts to reverse severe imbalances have been corrupted by ethnic politics.



"We don't get the smartest and most competent people but we get people who are loyal to a party," said Petrit Saracini, the ethnic Albanian president of the Institute for Media and Analytics in Skopje. The result, he said, was a public administration "filled with party soldiers."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/05/15/world/europe/north-macedonia-ethnic-balancer.html
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critic's notebook



A Shock of Red for a Royal Portrait



A new portrait of King Charles III is bathed in symbolism.




King Charles III at the unveiling of the artist Jonathan Yeo's portrait of the king on Tuesday.




By Vanessa Friedman


May 15, 2024


Royal portraits, as a rule, tend to be fairly staid, predictable affairs. Full of symbolism, sure, but generally symbolism of the traditional, establishment kind: symbols of state, of office, of pomp and lineage.



Which is why the 
new official portrait
 of King Charles III by Jonathan Yeo, the first since the king's coronation, has created such a controversy.



A larger-than-life (7.5 foot-by-5.5 foot) canvas, the portrait shows the king standing in his Welsh Guards uniform, hands on the hilt of his sword, a half-smile on his face, with a butterfly hovering just over his right shoulder. His entire body is bathed in a sea of crimson, so his face appears to be floating.



Though the butterfly was apparently the key piece of semiology -- meant, Mr. Yeo told 
the BBC
, to represent Charles's metamorphosis from prince to sovereign and his longstanding love of the environment -- it was the painting's primary color that almost instantaneously gave new meaning to the idea of "seeing red." It was practically begging for interpretation.



"To me it gives the message the monarchy is going up in flames or the king is burning in hell," one commentator wrote under the 
royal family's Instagram post
 when the portrait was unveiled.



"It looks like he's bathing in blood," another wrote. Someone else raised the idea of "colonial bloodshed." There were comparisons to the devil. And so on. There was even a mention of the 
Tampax affair
, a reference to an infamous comment by Charles revealed when his phone was hacked during the demise of his marriage to Diana, Princess of Wales.



It turns out that red is a trigger color for almost everyone -- especially given the somewhat meta endeavor that is royal portraiture: a representation of a representation, made for posterity.



In his interview with the BBC, Mr. Yeo noted that when the king first saw the painting, he was "initially mildly surprised by the strong color," which may be an understatement. Mr. Yeo said his goal was to produce a more modern royal portrait, reflecting Charles's desire to be a more modern monarch, reducing the number of working royals and 
scaling back
 the pageantry of the coronation (all things being relative).



Still, the choice of shade seems particularly fraught given the ... well, firestorm the king has endured since his ascension to the throne.



Consider, for example, the continued falling out with his second son, Prince Harry, and the publication of Harry's memoir, with its 
allegations of royal racism
; the related calls for an end to the monarchy; 
Charles's cancer
 diagnosis; and the furor over the mystery about 
Catherine, Princess of Wales
, whose own cancer diagnosis was revealed only after increasingly unhinged speculation about her disappearance from public life.



Queen Camilla, who has been through her own ring of flames, reportedly told the artist, "You've got him."



It's hard to imagine Mr. Yeo didn't anticipate some of the reaction to the portrait, especially in the context of his past work, including portraits of Prince Philip, the king's father, and Queen Camilla, which are more traditional depictions. Indeed, the last time a royal portraitist attempted a more abstract, contemporary interpretation of their subject -- 
a 1998 portrait of Queen Elizabeth II
 by Justin Mortimer, which depicted the queen against a neon yellow background with a splash of yellow bisecting her neck -- it produced a similar public outcry. 
The Daily Mail
 accused the artist of cutting off the queen's head.



The portrait of King Charles will remain on display at the Philip Mould Gallery until mid-June, when it will move to Drapers' Hall in London. (It was commissioned by the Worshipful Company of Drapers, a medieval guild turned philanthropy, to reside among hundreds of other, more orthodox royal portraits.)



In that setting, Mr. Yeo's work may be especially telling: reflective of not just a monarch, but also the evolution of the role itself, the conflicts around the job and a king captured forevermore in what very much looks like the hot seat.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/05/15/style/king-charles-iii-portrait-jonathan-yeo-red.html
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With Church Bells and Hashtags, the Netherlands Backs Its Eurovision Act



The details of an incident that led to the singer's disqualification remain elusive. But many Dutch fans have already made up their minds.




Joost Klein, the Dutch entry for the 2024 Eurovision Song Contest, at a news conference in Malmo, Sweden, last week.




By Claire Moses


May 15, 2024


At noon on Tuesday, some church bells and carillons in the Netherlands didn't sound like they usually do. Rather than solemnly tolling, they played the melody of "Europapa," the song that was supposed to be the Dutch entry in the Eurovision Song Contest final this past Saturday.



Dutch radio stations are also regularly playing the three-minute pop song, and some fans have added the hashtag "JusticeforJoost" to their social media accounts.



Support is strong in the Netherlands for Joost Klein, the singer behind "Europapa," who was a preshow favorite among Eurovision fans and bookmakers until he was 
disqualified just hours before the final
 in Malmo, Sweden.



Eurovision's organizer, the European Broadcasting Union, barred Klein from taking part after an "incident" during which he showed "threatening behavior directed at a female member of the production crew," it said in a statement.



The E.B.U. called in the Swedish police to investigate, although details of the incident remain elusive. But support for Klein seemed to get only stronger in the Netherlands since Saturday's bombshell announcement, thanks to a general belief, promoted by the Dutch public broadcaster, that Klein did not commit an offense large enough to justify the disqualification.



AVROTROS, the broadcaster that had picked Klein to represent the Netherlands, responded to the E.B.U.'s decision on Saturday with a statement calling it "very heavy and disproportionate."



The statement added that a camerawoman who filmed Joost when he came offstage after a semifinal on Thursday had kept recording when the singer "repeatedly indicated" that he did not want to be filmed. That had violated "clearly made agreements," the statement added, and "led to a threatening movement from Joost towards the camera," though it added that Klein did not touch the camerawoman.



A spokeswoman for the Swedish police said a prosecutor would soon decide whether to charge Klein.



But Sweden's justice system moves slower than some Dutch Eurovision fans, many of whom have already made up their minds. Many concurred with Appie Mussa, a popular Dutch TikToker who was part of Klein's act, who said in a video on Tuesday that Klein 
had done "basically nothing."




Fans supporting Klein at a watch party for the final of the Eurovision Song Contest in Leeuwarden, the Netherlands.




The radio station 3FM took up the cause and organized Tuesday's bell-ringing campaign in a show of solidarity -- even though the track's 
160-beat-per-minute tempo
 makes it hard to play on a carillon.



"You just want to hear that song echo through the Netherlands," Wijnand Speelman, a radio D.J. who hosts a morning show, said in an interview.



Klein has not made any public statements since he was disqualified, apart from a montage video of dogs set to the song "Who Let the Dogs Out," which he posted, unexplained, to Instagram on Saturday night. Through AVROTROS, the broadcaster, he declined an interview request.



Speelman said that 3FM, the radio station where he has worked for about 15 years, was playing "Europapa" about once every three hours. That is a lot for any song, let alone a Eurovision entry.



"Joost appeals to a whole new audience," Speelman said. "And that new audience was really looking forward to the finale of the Song Contest."



Klein already had a fan base in the Netherlands before the Eurovision flap, largely thanks to his YouTube channel, on which he is known as 
UnicornJoost
.




Klein performing "Europapa" during the Eurovision semifinal in Malmo last week. He was disqualified on Saturday, just before the final.




Yet some of Klein's newfound supporters seemed to be rallying around him for other reasons.



His disqualification was not the only thing rocking this year's Eurovision, with pro-Palestinian protests before the final and heightened security for Israel's contestant, Eden Golan, whom some activists had campaigned to be barred from the competition because of her country's war in Gaza.



Shortly after the incident with the camerawoman is said to have taken place, Klein had a combative exchange with Golan during a news conference.



After footage of the news conference appeared online, a conspiracy theory emerged on social media that Israel was responsible for Klein's disqualification. The E.B.U. responded in a statement that "the version of events released in some public comments and on social media does not correspond with the statements shared with us and the Swedish police by staff and witnesses."



Investigators will also undoubtedly review the footage that the camerawoman was shooting at the time of the incident, which the E.B.U. has not released.



"Nobody knows what happened, but everyone's judging," said Joris Hentenaar, a longtime cameraman from the Netherlands who has experienced his fair share of altercations while filming.



"I find it bizarre that there are no images," he added. "When does that still happen in this day and age?"



Alex Marshall
 contributed reporting.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/05/15/arts/music/joost-klein-eurovision.html
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Too Red, Too Vampiric, Too Sexy: A Brief History of Polarizing Royal Portraits



Jonathan Yeo's painting of King Charles III has prompted both admiration and bemusement, but it's far from the first royal portrait to divide opinion.




The artist Jonathan Yeo and King Charles III at the unveiling of Mr. Yeo's portrait of the king at Buckingham Palace in London on Tuesday.




By Emma Bubola


May 15, 2024


Royal family members sit for portraits a lot. And even when they don't, artists paint them anyway. Some of these portraits have drawn near-unanimous praise and stood the test of time, captivating viewers generations later. Others have attracted mixed reactions, scandal or controversy.



With some artworks, critics objected royals were too gloomy, too naked, or, in the case of King Charles III's latest portrait, too red.



In the painting unveiled on Tuesday, Charles is enveloped in a cloud of crimson, hot pink and fuchsia.



The artist, Jonathan Yeo, told The New York Times 
in an interview last month
 that he got to know his subject over four sittings, beginning in 2021, when Charles was still Prince of Wales, and continuing after 
the coronation
 last May.



"Age and experience were suiting him," Mr. Yeo said. "His demeanor definitely changed after he became king."



"Life and death and bloodlines and damask. Wonderful," 
wrote Jonathan Foyle
, a British academic, on social media. But not everyone was as impressed.



One social media user said the king looked in the painting as if he was "burning in hell." Others compared the work to the possessed portrait in the 1989 film "Ghostbusters II," 
haunted by a medieval tyrant's ghost
.



"Has a portrait of a blue-blooded British monarch ever been so very pink?" Laura Freeman, The 
Times of London's chief art critic
, wrote. While she praised the face ("beautifully done"), saying that Mr. Yeo deserved a knighthood for it, she added, "and off to the Tower with the background to await a grisly execution."



The Daily Telegraph's art critic Alastair Sooke noted that "painting a monarch ranks among the toughest of artistic gigs" and concluded that one thing seemed certain: 
the portrait
 "will be remembered for its fluorescence."



Here are other royal portraits, painted with less jaunty palettes, but in their own way, as surprising or contentious.



Kate: 'Vampiric'




A portrait of Catherine, Princess of Wales, by Paul Emsley at the National Portrait Gallery in London in 2013.




While some described the then Duchess of Cambridge's first official portrait as natural and human, the reception that greeted Paul Emsley's soft and diaphanous 2012 painting of the former Kate Middleton -- now Catherine, Princess of Wales -- was marked by harsh criticism.



The Guardian's culture writer Charlotte Higgins said it was like "
something unpleasant from the Twilight franchise
," referring to the brooding vampire romance movies. She decried the Duchess's "vampiric, malevolent glare beneath heavy lids," which give the portrait a "sepulchral gloom."



That was not the worst feedback the portrait received.



Michael Glover of The Independent 
called the portrait
 "catastrophic."



According to British Vogue
, Mr. Emsley said that the attacks were so nasty at first that "there was a point where I myself doubted that the portrait of the duchess was any good."



But British newspapers quoted Kate as 
telling the artist
 that she found the portrait "amazing. Absolutely brilliant."



Queen Elizabeth II: 'Decapitated'




Justin Mortimer with his portrait of Queen Elizabeth II at the Blue Gallery in London in 1998.




"The queen had already been decapitated, albeit on canvas, by her latest portrait painter," the 
BBC wrote
 when Justin Mortimer painted Queen Elizabeth II on a yellow background with her head floating away from her body.



The artist, who was 27 when he was commissioned to paint the portrait by the Royal Society of Arts after winning the National Portrait Gallery's 
portrait award
 in 1991, told the BBC he had aimed for the painting to be "fresh and funky."



Some loved it, but many Britons did not get the joke.



"'Silly' artist cuts off the queen's head," The Daily Mail wrote.



Mr. Mortimer 
told The New York Times
 that after the Queen sat for him, "I ended up basically taking out her neck" to be "cheeky."



"I knew people would bring ideas, like, 'Cut off her head!' to it," he said. "I didn't go in as a raging republican. I just wanted to suggest this vein of unease about the royal family at the time."



Prince Philip: Shirtless




Stuart Pearson Wright's portrait of Prince Philip.




In a 2003 portrait by Stuart Pearson Wright, 
Prince Philip
, the husband of Queen Elizabeth II, stands bare chested with a bluebottle on one shoulder and a sprout of cress growing out of his index finger.



The painting was initially commissioned by the Royal Society of Arts to honor their Philip as its president, and he sat for it, but the final result was deemed "inappropriate," the artist 
told the BBC
. He was asked to come up with a smaller version that only focused on the prince's face, which is now on view at the Royal Society of Arts.



Mr. Pearson Wright told the BBC that when he showed the prince the work in progress and asked if he thought it resembled him, Philip told him, "I bloody well hope not."



The portrait is titled "Homo sapiens, Lepidium sativum and Calliphora vomitoria": a wise man, some cress and a bluebottle. Prince Philip did not strip off during the sitting, Mr. Wright told The Guardian, explaining that he had based the hairy chest on that of an older man in East London.



Queen Victoria: 'Sexy'




An 1843 portrait of Queen Victoria by Franz Xaver Winterhalter.




"Victorian" is often used as a synonym for prudishness and modesty, but in a 1843 portrait by Franz Xaver Winterhalter, the queen is far from buttoned up.



In the oil painting, a lock of Victoria's hair falls lavishly over her uncovered shoulder as she leans against a red cushion, gazing into the distance with her mouth slightly open.



Prince Albert, Victoria's husband, kept the painting in his private writing room at Windsor Castle until his death, and the portrait was considered to be too overtly sexual to be shown to the public until 1977, 
according to The Telegraph
.



The Daily Mail called the portrait, which Victoria gave Albert as a surprise 24th birthday present, a "sexy picture." The Royal Collection Trust, which manages the royal art collection, deems it "alluring," and says it was Albert's favorite portrait of Victoria.



"I felt so happy and proud to have found something that gave him so much pleasure," Victoria 
wrote in her diary
.



Henry VIII: Codpieced




A portrait of King Henry VIII, believed to be a copy of a work by Hans Holbein the Younger, at the Walker Art Gallery in Liverpool, England.




In the 1530s, Hans Holbein the Younger painted a majestic portrait of Henry VIII in which the monarch dominates his surroundings, his feet planted apart, his body draped in furs and golden cloth. The painting, now lost, was copied widely at the time and is acknowledged as a masterpiece of royal iconography. But one detail in particular tends to draw the eye of modern observers.



Among all the finery and symbols of grandeur, Henry's padded codpiece seems designed to arrest the viewer's attention.



Codpieces, the pieces of cloth that Renaissance men wore over their crotches, sometimes decorated with silk, velvets and bows, initially served a protective purpose, but they became exaggerated in a game of one-upmanship, according to 
BBC History Magazine
.



"What better way to assert your masculinity than by having a mighty codpiece bulge out of the center of your portrait like a 3-D object?" Evan Puschak, an art and culture critic, said.



"Henry VIII remains the poster boy for codpieces," 
The New Yorker wrote
.
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Ukraine Says It Is Engaged in Fierce Fighting With Russia in Northeast



While Ukrainian officials and analysts said that a Russian advance across the border appeared to be slowing, President Volodymyr Zelensky canceled his participation in international events.




Residents of Vovchansk and surrounding villages in northeastern Ukraine being evacuated to the city of Kharkiv on Tuesday.




By Constant Meheut


May 15, 2024





After surging across the border last week, Russia's army appears to be advancing more slowly in northeastern Ukraine, Ukrainian officials and military analysts said on Wednesday, with the two sides engaged in fierce combat around villages about five miles from the border.



In a sign of the concern that Russia's northeastern offensive is causing in Kyiv, President Volodymyr Zelensky of Ukraine 
canceled his participation
 in all international events for the coming days, including a visit on Friday to Spain where he was expected to sign a security agreement.



Civilians continued to flee areas of northeastern Ukraine under heavy shelling by Russian forces, the Ukrainian officials said, warning that their troops had to contain relentless assaults and that the situation on the ground could change fast.



Gen. Kyrylo Budanov, the head of Ukraine's military intelligence agency, 
told Ukrainian television
 on Tuesday that conditions in the area under attack were moving "toward stabilization," with additional Ukrainian units being rushed in to repel Russian advances. But he added that "the situation is quite tense and is changing very quickly."



Ukraine's General Staff
 said around midday Wednesday that Russian forces had "not carried out active operations since the beginning of the day" in the northeast. But it acknowledged a few hours earlier that Ukrainian troops had withdrawn from positions near two villages to avoid further casualties, allowing Russian forces to move in.



The assessments by the Ukrainian officials and analysts appeared to be supported by open-source 
maps
 of the 
battlefield
 compiled by independent groups analyzing combat footage. Those maps showed that Russian troops had gained a foothold in two settlements in the past day, a slower rate of advance than before, when they were capturing up to five settlements a day.



Russia's Ministry of Defense
 said on Wednesday that it had captured two settlements in the northeast, as well as the village of Robotyne in the south. The claims could not be independently confirmed, and did not match what the open-source maps showed.



Robotyne was recaptured by Ukrainian troops last summer, in one of the few gains of Ukraine's unsuccessful counteroffensive at the time. Should it fall back into Russian hands, it could deal a blow to the morale of the Ukrainian Army.




A resident of Lyptsi arriving at an evacuation point in the Kharkiv region.




The two villages where Russia has gained a foothold are Lukyantsi and Vovchansk, which lie along Russia's two lines of attack in the region -- one immediately north of the large city of Kharkiv and the other a dozen miles to the east.



Oleksiy Kharkivskiy, the police chief in Vovchansk, confirmed on Wednesday that Russian troops had taken positions in several streets in the village. "Active fighting is ongoing" and the situation "is extremely difficult," he said in a 
video published on Facebook
 from the village, in which heavy gunfire could be heard in the background.



Vovchansk has been heavily bombed since the start of Russia's offensive operations on Friday, including with powerful guided weapons known as glide bombs that deliver hundreds of pounds of explosives in a single blast. Almost all the residents of the village, which had a prewar population of 17,000, have fled, local authorities said.



Oleh Syniehubov, the head of the Kharkiv region's military administration, 
said on Wednesday
 that nearly 8,000 civilians had been evacuated from villages and settlements in the region. These include residents of villages on the immediate outskirts of Kharkiv which have come under increasing shelling in recent days.



Krystyna Havran, a member of the village council of Lyptsi, about 10 miles north of Kharkiv's outer ring, said she had been scrambling to evacuate residents in recent days as the fighting got closer. "No one imagined that there would be an offensive," she said.



Most of the evacuees have streamed into Kharkiv, hoping that the city, Ukraine's second largest after Kyiv, would provide them with more security. But 
Kharkiv has been the target of numerous Russian airstrikes for several weeks
, making life for its residents increasingly difficult.




Residents inspecting damage after a strike on their housing block in the center of Kharkiv on Tuesday.




Mr. Syniehubov said that Kharkiv had been targeted six times on Tuesday, including with glide bombs that hit the northern part of the city, causing heavy damage to a 12-story apartment building and injuring 22 people. A 
video
 released by the national police shows officers walking on piles of rubble inside a building and firefighters putting out a blaze.



Mykola Bielieskov, a military analyst at the government-run National Institute for Strategic Studies in Ukraine, said the Russian strikes were designed "to instill fear and make people flee from frontline urban areas." But he added that to force Kharkiv's 1.2 million residents to flee, Russia would have "to systematically target the city -- weeks of strikes."



Analysts say this could explain why Russia is pushing north of Kharkiv. If Russian troops secured positions in a village like Lyptsi, they would be within artillery range of the city, allowing them to pound it with shells.



Russia has also 
targeted power plants and substations
 in the Kharkiv region and other areas of Ukraine since March, part of a campaign to cut off electricity to swaths of the country and make life miserable for civilians.



The strikes have severely limited Ukraine's available generating capacity. As a consequence, Ukrenergo, the country's national transmission system operator, introduced emergency blackouts for households and businesses in several regions on Tuesday night and Wednesday morning, in an effort to save energy.



Power outages were limited in Kyiv, affecting only 10 percent of the consumers, according to 
local authorities
. But Ukrenergo 
warned
 that new blackouts were likely to be introduced again on Wednesday night.



Daria Mitiuk
 contributed reporting.
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The word "victory" is everywhere in Moscow these days.



It is being projected from gargantuan LED screens alongside major intersections and highways and written on red flags whipping in the wind. It's prominent at an exhibit of Western weapons destroyed on Ukrainian battlefields and lugged back to Moscow as war trophies on display in -- where else? -- Victory Park.



Victory is precisely the message that President Vladimir V. Putin, 71, has sought to project as he has been feted with pomp and pageantry after another electoral success, while his army 
sweeps
 through Ukrainian villages in a stunning new offensive in the northeast.



"Together, we will be victorious!" Mr. Putin said at his inauguration last week after securing a fifth term as president. Two days later, the country celebrated Victory Day, Russia's most important public holiday, which commemorates the Soviet contribution to the defeat of Nazi Germany in World War II.




Honor guards at the inauguration of President Vladimir V. Putin of Russia in early May. Mr. Putin recently won a fifth term in office.





Mr. Putin has exuded confidence as Russia weathers economic challenges and achieves greater success in Ukraine.




During the first year of the invasion, many Russians were shocked and ashamed by the war; 
hundreds of thousands
 left the country. During the second year, they were concerned about a potential second wave of mobilization.



But with the war now in its third year, many Russians seem to have learned to accept it, interviews over the last week and recent polling show. And "victory" is an easy sell in Mr. Putin's Russia.



Western sanctions have inflicted few economic hardships. The military news from Ukraine is increasingly positive. Yes, soldiers are still returning in coffins, but 
mostly to families in the hinterlands
, not among the Moscow elite. And for many, the deaths only reinforce the idea, pushed by state news media and driven home relentlessly by Mr. Putin, that Russia is facing an existential threat from the West.



"We can feel that victory is near," said Andrei, 43, who said he traveled to Moscow for the May 9 holiday celebrations from the Chita region, almost 3,000 miles from the capital.



Like others interviewed for this story, he declined to provide his last name, indicating apparent mistrust of Western news media.



He was among those who braved the cold and even snow to visit the collection of recently captured Western military equipment. (Ukraine also displays destroyed Russian tanks in the center of Kyiv). But the brash exhibit in Moscow, with flags on the equipment showing which countries donated them to Ukraine, fits Russia's narrative that it is fighting against the whole developed world -- and winning.



"When you see all this, and all these flags, it is clear that the whole world is supplying weapons and you know that a world war is going on," Andrei said. "It's Russia against the whole world, as usual."




In Moscow, Western weapons destroyed on Ukrainian battlefields are brought back to the city and put on display.





People near an exhibit of Western weapons destroyed on Ukrainian battlefields and lugged back to Moscow as war trophies.







Ivan, another visitor to Victory Park, waited his turn to pose in front of the rusted and charred hulk of the German Leopard tank, flashing a smile and giving a thumbs up as his friend photographed him. People jostled for a spot beside a similarly destroyed American-made M1 Abrams tank.



"There has been so much talk about these Abrams, about these Leopards, and what is the result?" said Ivan, 26.



"They are all standing here, we are looking at them, we see what condition they are in. This is great!" He smiled.



The bravado exhibited by Russians like Andrei and Ivan this month mirrors the confident posture of Mr. Putin as he steers Russia past economic challenges and to greater battlefield advantage in Ukraine.



His inauguration included a church service in which he was blessed by the leader of the Russian Orthodox Church, Patriarch Kirill I, who expressed hope that the president would remain in power until "the end of the century."



According to the Levada Center, an independent polling institution, about 75 percent of Russians 
profess support
 for their army's actions in Ukraine. (About a quarter of the population is against the war, the poll and other research shows, but protests are effectively banned, and 
repression
 is so intense that many people are afraid to 
acknowledge or share antiwar
 or anti-government content online).




A military parade on Victory Day, which commemorates the Soviet contribution to the triumph over Nazi Germany in World War II.





Watching the Victory Day parade in Moscow.




Thousands who fled Russia have returned. Their lives have adapted to the new normal, and have actually changed less than those in the West might expect.



"It's what, the 13th package of sanctions they're making?" Ivan said, laughing. "So far, we don't feel anything."



Robots built by Yandex, Russia's homegrown version of Google, 
can be seen traversing
 Moscow's sidewalks making deliveries. Inflation is under control, at least for now. 
According to a report last month by Forbes,
 the number of billionaires in Moscow -- measured in U.S. dollars -- increased so much that the city moved up four spots in the global rankings, behind only New York City.



"Most of the brands that allegedly left Russia have not gone anywhere," said Andrei, adding that he and his daughter planned to have lunch at a 
rebranded
 K.F.C. What had changed, he said, was that "the consolidation of society has taken place" over the rationale for the war, as well as the conservative social values Mr. Putin is pushing.



Mr. Putin and others trumpeted that apparent cohesion when the official results of his preordained election victory in March were announced, with a record 88 percent of the vote going to the incumbent, a figure that Western democracies decried as a sham.



"Russia is such a complicated, multiethnic country that to understand it and govern it, you need more than one term," said Oleg V. Panchurin, 32, a veteran of the war in Ukraine.



"If it's going to be President Putin, then I would be happy if he served 10 terms," said Mr. Panchurin, who said had been recently wounded near Zaporizhzhia by a Ukrainian drone.




"I would be happy if he served 10 terms," Oleg V. Panchurin, a veteran of the war in Ukraine, said of Mr. Putin.





Celebrating during a 1940s-themed Victory Day event.




Some civilians who were interviewed said they were pleased the president had taken a hard-line conservative position promoting traditional family values.



Zhenya, 36, and his girlfriend, Masha, expressed gratitude that the government had "finally handled the L.G.B.T.Q. issue" -- by 
banning
 what it called the "L.G.B.T.Q. movement." The pair were attending a 1940s-themed Victory Day celebration in a park in central Moscow where participants fox-trotted and waltzed as a live military band played.



With no one who could credibly replace him, the prospect that Mr. Putin will stay in power as long as he is alive feels increasingly possible to ordinary Russians, said Andrei Kolesnikov, a Moscow-based senior fellow at the Carnegie Russia Eurasia Center.



"Everyone understands that this is for a long time," he said. "The longer he is in power, the more apprehension there is about who will be next, who will be worse."



"We are moving closer to a scenario where we could see the effect of Stalin, when, after his death, people were crying, because people didn't know how to live," Mr. Kolesnikov added.




Police on the street after the terrorist attack at Crocus City Hall on March 22 in Moscow.





A billboard in honor of the victims of the Crocus City Hall attack.




Russians who oppose the government say they increasingly fear that they will have to wait for Mr. Putin's death for anything to change.



"I feel a very strong sense of hopelessness," said Yulia, 48, a teacher who was visiting the grave of Aleksei A. Navalny, the opposition politician, in southeast Moscow. Mr. Navalny, who died in prison in an Arctic penal colony in February, had long been considered the only possible challenger to Mr. Putin. Yulia declined to use her last name out of fear of possible repercussions.



"I don't see a way out of this," she said. 



Yulia's son, Pavel, said, "We are sure that everything depends on the death of person in a certain place." His mother shushed him, noticing the uniformed Russian National Guard forces  that stood nearby; even in death, Mr. Navalny is still monitored closely by the government. Still, there was a steady stream of visitors to the grave.




People at the grave of the opposition leader Aleksei Navalny, who died in prison in February. 





A sign in support of the Russian invasion of Ukraine on a Moscow theater.




On the other side of Moscow, mourners were still coming to show their respects 
to the 145 victims
 of the March 22 terrorist attack at Crocus City Hall, one of the deadliest in Europe in the past decade. Floral wreaths, plush toys and photos of the victims were placed near the destroyed concert hall.



The Islamic State claimed responsibility for the attack, and 
American officials have 
blamed Islamic State Khorasan Province, or 
ISIS-K
, a branch of the group. Even so, the Kremlin has sought to cast blame on Ukraine and the West.



One woman who declined to give her name said she was sure the West was behind it -- despite the fact that the United States 
had warned
 Moscow of an 
imminent attack
. According to the Levada Center, 
half of those polled
 believe Ukraine was behind the attack, with almost 40 percent saying Western intelligence services were involved.



Vladimir, 26, who was visiting the improvised memorial for the first time, said he didn't blame the Kremlin for failing to heed the warnings.



"I want the terrorists to be destroyed," said Vladimir, a supermarket employee. But the president, he said, was doing a great job. "He works so hard."



"
May God keep him alive and healthy," he said. "If, God forbid, Putin dies, what will happen to our country?"




A man dressed in a World War II-era Soviet uniform and carrying the Soviet flag during a Victory Day celebration on May 9 in Moscow.




Anastasia Kharchenko contributed reporting from Moscow and 
Alina Lobzina
 from London.
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U.K. Summons Chinese Ambassador for Reprimand as Tensions Rise



Britain's foreign office said it had reprimanded the Chinese ambassador, a day after three men were charged with assisting the Hong Kong intelligence service. 




A protester placing a cardboard protest sign with photos of three men charged with assisting Hong Kong's foreign intelligence service in Britain on the door of the Hong Kong Economic and Trade Office on Tuesday in London.




By Stephen Castle, Mara Hvistendahl and Megan Specia


May 14, 2024


The day after U.K. police charged three men with 
assisting Hong Kong's intelligence service
, China's ambassador to Britain was 
summoned for an official reprimand
 by the British foreign ministry in the latest sign of growing tension between London and Beijing. 



The British government said that it had called the ambassador, Zheng Zeguang, to its Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office after the three men appeared in court on Monday.



The Foreign Office said in a statement that it had been "unequivocal in setting out that the recent pattern of behavior directed by China against the U.K." was not acceptable. It cited cyberattacks, alleged espionage and the issuing of bounties for information leading to the prosecution of dissidents who fled Hong Kong after its crackdown on the pro-democracy movement and resettled in Britain.



The three men who appeared at Westminster Magistrates' Court on Monday have been charged with gathering intelligence for Hong Kong, a former British colony which is a special administrative region of China, and of forcing entry into a U.K. residential address.



They were identified as Chi Leung (Peter) Wai, 38, of Staines-upon-Thames; Matthew Trickett, 37, of Maidenhead, and Chung Biu Yuen, 63, of Hackney, East London.



Mr. Yuen, a retired Hong Kong police officer, is the office manager for the Hong Kong Economic and Trade Office in London, one of 14 Hong Kong government outposts outside China.



Mr. Wai is a border force officer based at Heathrow Airport and a volunteer police officer in the City of London, the capital's financial district. He is also the founder of a London security firm, D5. Its 
website
 describes him as "having over 20 years' experience in the British military, police and private security sector" and providing "exclusive and discreet services to his clients."



Mr. Trickett, a British immigration enforcement officer and a former Royal Marine is the 
director of a private security firm
, MTR Consultancy.



The Hong Kong authorities confirmed that an employee of the trade office in London had been charged. In a statement on Monday, the government called on the United Kingdom to handle the case fairly and to "protect the legitimate rights and interests of the Hong Kong Economic and Trade Office's Office Manager who was alleged to be involved."




Zheng Zeguang, China's ambassador to Britain, show in 2019.




China's Embassy said it "firmly rejects and strongly condemns the U.K.'s fabrication of the so-called case and its unwarranted accusation" against the Hong Kong government, and that it had "made serious representations to the U.K."



It added: "For some time now, the U.K. has staged a series of accusations against China, including those on 'China spies' and cyberattacks. All those accusations are groundless and slanderous."



At the meeting on Tuesday, the Chinese Embassy said its ambassador had told Foreign Office officials that Britain "must stop anti-China political maneuvering and not go further down the dangerous path of jeopardizing China-UK relations."



Whether the charges against the three men are true or false, they have focused attention on broader concerns about the status of pro-democracy activists who sought refuge in Britain after Hong Kong authorities cracked down on popular, youth-led protests in 2019 and 2020.



In January 2021, Britain began allowing some Hong Kong residents to settle in the United Kingdom under a special visa program. More than 160,000 people, including high-profile activists and other citizens, took part, 
rebuilding their lives
 and the pro-democracy movement on British soil.



But many activists say that repression has followed them to the U.K., resulting in a series of clashes with pro-Beijing forces.



In November 2021, Hong Kong pro-democracy activists showed up at an antiracism event organized by pro-China groups in London's Chinatown. They were 
attacked by thugs
 aligned with the event organizers, according to witnesses.



In October 2022, a rally outside the Chinese consulate in Manchester 
turned violent
 when a group of men dragged a protester through the consulate's gates and beat him up.



Alicia Kearns, chairwoman of the Foreign Affairs Committee in Britain's Parliament, 
accused
 the then-consul general, Zheng Xiyuan, of participating in the scuffle. After the British government requested that consular officials waive their right to diplomatic immunity and allow detectives to question them, China removed Mr. Zheng and five other officials from the country.



Then in July 2023, Hong Kong announced 
bounties of $128,000
 for information leading to the prosecution of eight dissidents who had fled, including several living in Britain. Hong Kong's top leader, John Lee, said they would be "pursued for life." Five more activists were added to the bounty list 
in December
.



On Tuesday afternoon, one of those activists, Simon Cheng, attended a protest outside the trade office in central London's leafy Bedford Square. Mr. Cheng, 33, the founder of a diaspora group Hongkongers in Britain, said he had regular contact with the police over safety fears after Hong Kong issued the bounty in December for information leading to his arrest.



"Many dignitaries in the U.K. still go into this building," he said, gesturing to the Hong Kong trade office behind him, for business and trade opportunities. "We cannot tolerate this, this is literally an authoritarian regime, suppressing our people."



Around three dozen pro-democracy protesters, many of them young people who fled Hong Kong after its draconian national security law was passed, had gathered for the demonstration. Some wore face masks to shield themselves from being easily identified over worries about being targeted by the Hong Kong and Chinese authorities, while others spoke freely and shared their full names.



Tony Chung, 23, a prominent pro-democracy protester 
who fled to Britain last year after being imprisoned
 in Hong Kong under the national security law, said that many Hong Kongers living in London felt they had to be vigilant about their public role.




Tony Chung, who fled Hong Kong and resettled in Britain, protesting Hong Kong's national security law in London in March.




"They've always been worried about these situations and thus have reduced participation in political matters related to Hong Kong-Chinese democracy, human rights and freedom," he said. "But, my hope is that Hong Kongers living in the U.K. will understand political fears should especially be expressed, and must persuade the U.K. government to take action."



Tensions between London and Beijing have risen in recent months as the British government has become increasingly vocal over allegations of Chinese espionage.



In March 
Britain accused China
 of cyberattacks that compromised the voting records of tens of millions of people, adding that the Chinese had attempted unsuccessfully to hack email accounts belonging to several members of Parliament. In April 
two men, one of whom worked as a researcher
 in Parliament, were charged with spying for China.



And earlier this month the British government said that the 
personal information of British army, navy and air force
 members has been hacked in a significant data breach. While it did not identify any source for the attack, several prominent British lawmakers blamed China.



Anne Keast-Butler, the director of Britain's Government Communications Headquarters, the intelligence agency known as GCHQ, said in a speech on Tuesday that China had built "an advanced set of cybercapabilities and is taking advantage of a growing commercial ecosystem of hacking outfits and data brokers at its disposal."



China, she added in comments at a conference, "poses a genuine and increasing cyber risk to the U.K."



Tiffany May
 contributed reporting.
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Biden Seeks to Curb Flow of Migrants From Nicaragua With New Restrictions



The announcement of visa restrictions and sanctions against Nicaraguan organizations reflects the White House's concern that a surge of migrants could threaten President Biden's re-election.




Nicaragua has become an increasingly popular hub for migrants from Latin America and Africa trying to reach the United States. 




By Katie Rogers


May 15, 2024


The Biden administration will issue visa restrictions against 250 people and sanctions against three organizations that support the Nicaraguan government, whose authoritarian leader officials say has profited off people trying to reach the United States.



Senior administration officials, speaking on the condition of anonymity on Wednesday to preview the plans, said that the Nicaraguan government, led by President Daniel Ortega, had created a system to profit from large numbers of migrants by charging them visa fees upon arrival in the country's airports and requiring them to leave the Nicaragua within 96 hours.



The Biden administration will also issue a policy alert to private companies, including airlines, of concerns about irregular immigration patterns and potential human rights abuses stemming from those practices. There is no way to enforce the policy against companies that ignore those abuses.



The announcement reflected a growing concern among President Biden and his advisers that a surge of undocumented immigrants into the United States is a growing threat to his re-election campaign. It also showed that the administration has limited options to stem the flow of immigration from troubled countries whose citizens are searching for a better life in the United States.



Nicaragua has become an 
increasingly popular hub
 for migrants from Latin America and Africa trying to reach the United States. The visa-selling practice, administration officials say, has led to human rights abuses and created opportunities for traffickers and smugglers, who prey on people rushed through the country with eventual hopes of reaching the southwestern border of the United States.



The State Department will issue visa restrictions to 250 people, a group that includes government workers and family members of people tied to the Ortega administration. The Treasury Department will issue sanctions against three entities financially supporting the Nicaraguan government, including a Russian military training center that one official said "supports repressive activities by the Nicaraguan national police to prosecute political opposition."



According to a statement from Matthew Miller, a spokesman from the State Department, the United States has issued visa restrictions against at least 1,400 people to date, many of them Nicaraguan officials, "particularly targeting those complicit in human rights violations and corrupt practices."



Rosario Murillo, the vice president and first lady of Nicaragua who acts as the government's spokeswoman, did not immediately respond to a request for comment about the visa restrictions.



In November 2021, Mr. Biden issued a 
presidential proclamation
 restricting people who "undermine or injure democratic institutions or impede the return to democracy in Nicaragua" from entering the United States. "The repressive and abusive acts of the Ortega government and those who support it compel the United States to act."



According to a 2023 survey by the 
AmericasBarometer
 project by Vanderbilt University, almost half of Nicaraguan citizens are interested in leaving the country. That number has risen steadily under Mr. Ortega, whose government has moved to close universities, confiscate the homes of dissidents forced into exile and 
stripped political prisoners of their citizenship
.



The survey also found that roughly 32 percent of people across 26 Latin American countries surveyed say they want to migrate.



Mr. Biden has tried in recent months to flip the political blame for the surge in immigration back onto Republicans, who 
blocked a bipartisan bill
 that contained the strictest border measures in decades. Mr. Biden's challenger, former President Donald J. Trump, had 
influenced Republican lawmakers
 who torpedoed the bill.



On Tuesday evening, Mr. Biden again told a group of supporters that Mr. Trump was to blame for the delay in a new border bill.



"Republicans in Congress must act because it's the right thing to do," Mr. Biden said, "and America needs it done."



Frances Robles
 contributed reporting.
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China Deploys Dozens of Ships to Block Philippine Protest Flotilla



Filipino civilians set sail in fishing boats to oppose China's control of a shoal claimed by the Philippines. A formidable Chinese fleet awaited them.




Philippine fishing boats near the town of Masinloc on Luzon island on Wednesday morning, on their way to the disputed Scarborough Shoal in the South China Sea. 




By Chris Buckley and Camille Elemia


May 15, 2024


China has sent dozens of coast guard and maritime militia vessels toward a disputed atoll in the South China Sea, a large show of force aimed at blocking a civilian protest flotilla from the Philippines, as tensions between the countries have flared.



The Filipino group organizing the flotilla of about 100 small fishing boats, led by five slightly bigger ones, said it wanted to assert the Philippines' claims to 
Scarborough Shoal
, an atoll controlled by Beijing that is closer to Manila.



But even before the motley Philippine fleet set out on Wednesday morning, China deployed a formidable contingent of much bigger government-run ships to the area, an intimidating escalation of its frequent assertions of control over vast expanses of sea far from its mainland.



"What we're seeing this time, I would say, is definitely of another order," said Ray Powell, the director of 
SeaLight
, a group that monitors the South China Sea. "I think that the China Coast Guard is concerned that they're going to try to sort of get too close and so they're sending an overwhelming force."



Standoffs and close brushes between Filipino coast guard or civilian vessels and China's larger coast guard and militia ships -- which have used 
powerful water cannons
 to drive Philippine vessels away -- have become more frequent in the past two years. This time, the size of the Chinese presence and the large number of civilian Filipino boats could make any encounter near the shoal more risky, Mr. Powell said.



"If China decides that they want to send the message that says, 'We've had enough of this,' then the scary thing you would not want to see is one of these small Filipino fishing boats hit by a water cannon, because that would not end well," he said.



Rafaela David, one of the leaders of 
Atin Ito
, the Filipino organization coordinating the protest at sea, said the group would not be deterred from trying to reach the atoll, which the Philippines calls Panatag Shoal. The fishing boats were expected to take about 20 hours to get there.



"We should normalize and regularize civilian access," Ms. David said at a news briefing on Tuesday in Botolan, a town on the Philippines' main island of Luzon. She said the number of protest boats would show that Filipinos are "not intimidated by someone as big as China."



The group's chances of breaking China's hold on 
Scarborough Shoal
, about 138 miles west of Luzon, seem slim. 



By Tuesday, China had positioned five coast guard ships and six maritime militia vessels near the shoal and had another 25 or so maritime militia vessels sitting roughly 60 miles further out, said Mr. Powell, whose group is part of the Gordian Knot Center for National Security Innovation at Stanford University. That estimate, he added, did not include Chinese vessels that either do not carry automatic identification signal devices, which allow them to be tracked, or have turned off their devices in order to "go dark."



Officials with the Philippine Navy and coast guard said they were deploying ships to escort the civilian Philippine flotilla. 



Relations between Manila and Beijing have worsened in the past two years over their maritime disputes.




Filipino supporters of the protest flotilla cheered on the fishermen near Masinloc on Wednesday morning. The banner reads "The Philippines is ours, China, leave."




Since Ferdinand Marcos Jr. was elected president of the Philippines in 2022, he has revived ties with the United States and pushed back against China's claims to shoals and outcrops near the Philippines. Beijing, in turn, has stepped up coast guard and maritime militia operations to guard its claims. 



On Monday, 
China's coast guard said
 that it had started sea rescue training near Scarborough Shoal, which Beijing calls Huangyan Island, "to ensure the safety of people onboard vessels that are coming and going."



Manila has also 
accused Beijing
 of taking steps to turn another disputed atoll, Sabina Shoal, which 
sits about 83 miles
 northwest of the Philippine island of Palawan, into an artificial island, and it sent a coast guard and a navy ship to the area. On Monday, Beijing rejected the accusation.



"The Philippines has repeatedly spread rumors, deliberately vilified China and tried to mislead the international community," Wang Wenbin, a spokesman for the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 
said at a regular news briefing
 in Beijing. "None of those attempts will succeed."



The Scarborough Shoal has been under Chinese control since 2012, when Beijing wrested it from Manila in a weekslong standoff. Filipino fishermen had long worked in the resource-rich shoal, but since then their access has been restricted and sporadic.



In 2016, an international tribunal established under the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea rejected China's expansive claims in the South China Sea and ruled that the shoal is a traditional fishing ground for the Philippines, China and Vietnam. China has ignored that ruling and continued to entrench its control across much of the sea, including Scarborough Shoal.



Atin Ito, the group organizing the Philippine flotilla, is a coalition of religious activists, civic groups and organizations representing fishermen. The name means "This Is Ours," and the group has sought to 
galvanize the public
 behind peacefully asserting the Philippines' claims in what Manila calls the West Philippine Sea.



Atin Ito held a 
similar protest last year
, sending boats to the Second Thomas Shoal -- a disputed atoll, also known as Ayungin Shoal, that is held by Filipino navy personnel on a grounded ship. But those boats turned back after constant shadowing by Chinese vessels, which have used water cannons against Philippine ships that have tried to deliver supplies to the grounded ship.



This time, the Atin Ito mission appears larger and may be bolder. The group said it plans to drop off food and fuel for any Filipino fishing boats in the area. Along the way, the flotilla also began dropping buoys bearing the message "WPS, Atin Ito" -- that is, the West Philippine Sea is ours.
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Blinken Warns Fighting Could Undo Aid Gains in Gaza



The secretary of state said active fighting in the area was taking a toll after Israel had taken some steps to improve assistance.




Displaced Palestinians packing their tent on Wednesday before leaving an unsafe area in Rafah.




By Adam Rasgon, Aaron Boxerman, Michael Crowley and Thomas Fuller


May 15, 2024


Secretary of State Antony J. Blinken warned on Wednesday that recent gains in getting desperately needed humanitarian aid to people in the Gaza Strip risked being undone by the fighting in southern Gaza.



The border crossing in the southern city of Rafah has been closed since Israel began what it describes as a limited military operation against Hamas fighters in the town, on the border with Egypt. The United Nations said on Wednesday that 600,000 people had fled Rafah since Israel's ground assault started there.



"At the very time when Israel was taking important and much needed steps to improve the provision of humanitarian assistance," Mr. Blinken said to reporters in Kyiv, Ukraine, "we've seen a negative impact on the fact that we have this active, very active conflict in the Rafah area."



Josep Borrell Fontelles, the European Union's top diplomat, said in a statement that Israel needed to end its Rafah operation "immediately," warning that extending it "would inevitably put a heavy strain on the E.U.'s relationship with Israel."



Israel had shut down another crossing -- Kerem Shalom -- after a 
Hamas rocket attack
 nearby killed four Israeli soldiers. It has since reopened, but the aid getting through is still very limited. Egypt, where most of the aid for Gaza is collected and loaded, has resisted sending trucks toward Kerem Shalom, 
according to multiple officials
. American and Israeli officials believe that Egypt is trying to put pressure on Israel to pull back from the Rafah operation.



The Israeli military's incursion into Rafah, which began on May 6, has created a continuing exodus of Palestinians northward, further deepening the humanitarian crisis in the enclave.



As Israeli troops also returned to northern Gaza, territory they seized in the war's first stages last year, Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and his far right government came under criticism for their failure to develop what Mr. Blinken called a "clear concrete plan" for postwar governance in Gaza.



"We cannot have Hamas controlling Gaza. We can't have chaos and anarchy in Gaza," Mr. Blinken added, saying that the United States was looking "to Israel to come forward with its ideas."




Secretary of State Antony J. Blinken, speaking in Kyiv, Ukraine, on Wednesday, warned that recent gains in getting humanitarian aid to people in Gaza risked being undone by the fighting and border closings in the south.




Mr. Netanyahu was also criticized on Wednesday by his own defense minister, Yoav Gallant, for failing to do enough postwar planning.



Mr. Gallant said at a televised news conference Wednesday that he had suggested a blueprint for an alternative Gaza administration made up of Palestinians, but that he had "received no response."



He faulted the government's "indecision" and called on Mr. Netanyahu to rule out the establishment of an Israeli military government to oversee Palestinians in Gaza and to advance a "governing alternative" immediately.



Mr. Netanyahu defended the government, saying it was pointless to suggest any alternative governing systems until Hamas was defeated. "All the talk about 'the day after,' while Hamas stays intact," he said, "will remain mere words devoid of content." Mr. Netanyahu's far right-right coalition partners, some of whom have called for Israelis to resettle the Gaza Strip, immediately denounced Mr. Gallant's remarks.



As international criticism of the aid blockage has increased, Israel and Egypt have traded blame over the 
closure
 of the Rafah crossing, which the Israeli Army took over on the Palestinian side as bombardments and fighting picked up around Rafah last week.



Hundreds of trucks in Egypt have been blocked from reaching Gaza. Wounded and ill people who need medical care outside the territory, as well as families trying to escape the war between Israel and Hamas, have been unable to leave.



Israel has accused Egypt of holding up the delivery of aid through the Rafah crossing, while Egypt has said Israel's continued presence in and around the crossing has been the primary obstacle.




Israeli military vehicles near the border of the Gaza Strip last week.




The Israeli foreign minister, Israel Katz, said on Tuesday that he had spoken to European foreign ministers about the "need to persuade Egypt" to allow the "continued delivery of international humanitarian aid to Gaza."



"The key to preventing a humanitarian crisis in Gaza is now in the hands of our Egyptian friends," he 
wrote on X
, saying that Israel would not return the crossing to what he described as Hamas's control.



Sameh Shoukry, Egypt's foreign minister, quickly pushed back, arguing that the crossing was still closed because Israel's control over it, as well as its military operations in the area, was putting truck drivers and aid workers in danger.



In a statement from the Egyptian Foreign Ministry, Mr. Shoukry further rejected what he described as "the policy of twisting facts."



Israel has escalated its military operations across the Gaza Strip in recent days, sending residents fleeing in multiple directions. In addition to the hundreds of thousands of civilians leaving Rafah, more than 100,000 have fled parts of northern Gaza following recent Israeli evacuation orders, the United Nations said on Wednesday.




A tent encampment for displaced Palestinians last week in Rafah.




The Israeli military said Wednesday that its forces were returning to northern areas that were the focus of the early stages of the war, as they have 
repeatedly
 during their war with Hamas. The need for such operations has prompted Israeli critics to say the government has failed to articulate an exit strategy, even as the death toll among Israeli soldiers continues to rise.



Israeli forces were operating primarily in Jabaliya, according to the Israeli military and Palestinian residents. The city is a built-up urban area largely populated by Palestinians who fled or were expelled during the wars surrounding Israel's establishment in 1948, as well as their descendants. Palestinians marked that mass displacement -- known in Arabic as the Nakba, or disaster -- on Wednesday, on the 76th anniversary of Israel's founding.



Israeli forces were advancing into Jabaliya under heavy airstrikes and shelling, said Raafat Nasr, a resident. Hamas's armed wing said on the Telegram social messaging app that its fighters were engaging Israeli troops in Jabaliya, firing on soldiers and armored vehicles.



Mr. Nasr, 50, decided to remain in his home with his wife and two children amid "terrifying explosions," he said. His family is scattered: Two of his children, along with his grandchildren, are trying to flee Rafah in the face of the Israeli military operations there.



Mr. Nasr said is family was hunkering down and rationing what little food and water they had left.



"Nowhere in Gaza is safe, and we don't have anywhere left to go," he said.



Farnaz Fassihi
 and 
Johnatan Reiss
 contributed reporting.
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Singapore's Riches Grew Under Its Leader. So Did Discontent.



Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong, who is stepping down after nearly 20 years, oversaw astounding successes, but some Singaporeans want a different kind of politics.




Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong of Singapore with his wife, Ho Ching, during a trip to Indonesia last year. He leaves office on Wednesday.




By Sui-Lee Wee


May 15, 2024


Singapore was once known as an affluent and strait-laced city-state. Today, it's a glitzy international destination. It has hosted Taylor Swift concerts and Formula One night races. And it is substantially richer, per capita, than the United States.



That transformation happened under Lee Hsien Loong, the Southeast Asian country's third prime minister. He made Singapore even more prosperous by largely following the semi-authoritarian and free-market model pioneered by his father, 
Lee Kuan Yew
, the country's first leader.



On Wednesday, Singapore gets a new leader for the first time in nearly 20 years. Mr. Lee, 72, is handing the office to his deputy, Lawrence Wong, 51. Their People's Action Party has governed Singapore continuously for over six decades, and has had astounding successes. But there are concerns that the vaunted "Singapore model" is failing more and more people.



Singapore is 
one of the most expensive cities
 in the world, but it does not have a minimum wage. Housing prices have surged, and many Singaporeans say social mobility has dropped considerably. Others complain that freedom of expression is still tightly controlled, if less so than before. The strains are exacerbated by the need for overseas workers; about 40 percent of Singapore's nearly six million people are not citizens.



Compared to his famously strict father, Mr. Lee showed flexibility and responsiveness to the public's demands, but the P.A.P.'s popularity took a significant hit during his tenure. Nonetheless it remains, for now, firmly ensconced in power.




Mr. Lee in 2022 with Lawrence Wong, who will succeed him as prime minister on Wednesday. 




Mr. Wong has tried to project an everyman image: He was raised in public housing, did not attend the same elite schools as his predecessors, and loves playing the guitar. Mr. Lee will stay on as "senior minister," as his father did after stepping down in 1990. Mr. Lee has said that his children are not interested in entering politics.



Earlier this month, Mr. Lee gave his last major address to the nation at an icon of the new Singapore, the 
Marina Bay Sands
 casino resort.



"When I was sworn in as P.M., I promised to build a more inclusive Singapore: one where it is not every man for himself, but everyone working together to make things better for all of us," he said.



A few hours later, a scene unfolded nearby that would have been unimaginable a few decades earlier. Hundreds had gathered for a rally at Speakers' Corner, the one place in the city-state where Singaporeans can protest without a permit. Among them were delivery workers, bus drivers and health care workers, and many wore fluorescent yellow safety vests, evoking 
a French anti-government movement
.



Addressing the crowd, Kokila Annamalai, an activist, said the P.A.P.-led government had built systems that "have always protected the wealthy, not the working class." Singapore, she added, is "a playground for the rich while the poor are squeezed into tiny rental flats."



The P.A.P. is one of the world's most dominant political parties. Its ministers are paid high salaries, which the party says prevents corruption. It transformed Singapore from a backwater swamp into a first-world nation and a key cog in global maritime trade. Gross domestic product is 
about $83,000
 per capita, compared with 
roughly $76,000
 in the United States. The city-state, a major financial hub, deftly 
managed the coronavirus pandemic
 and rising tensions between the United States and China.



But discontent has been growing. In the 2020 election, the P.A.P.'s share of the popular vote reached a new low of 61 percent, and the opposition won a record 10 seats in Parliament, out of 93 that were up for grabs.



Choo Yi Hung, 30, has never voted for Mr. Lee's party. Two years after graduating from college with a degree in English language and linguistics, he delivers food and tutors students, making about $2,400 per month. He still lives with his parents; he would like his own apartment, but that is out of reach. He can't buy a public housing flat from the government until he gets married or turns 35. Not that he can afford one.



Mr. Choo contrasts his predicament with that of his grandmother, who raised five children in the 1960s as an uneducated widow. Her descendants now have lifestyles that he described as "comfortably middle class," with some owning condominiums and cars.



"I guess a lot of people will say: 'Yeah, you grew up in a more developed country, a wealthier country,'" Mr. Choo said. "But I would argue that the opportunities for social mobility are far, far less."




Supporters of Singapore's Workers' Party awaiting election results in 2020. Opposition parties won more Parliament seats than ever that year.




Mr. Lee once said that a two-party political system was "not workable" in Singapore. But in 2020, he formally established the position of opposition leader in Parliament and made concessions that allowed the opposition bloc to control 12 seats, more than the 10 it had won.



"He knew that if he wanted to maintain P.A.P.'s dominance -- which I think he has largely done -- he had to manage the pace of change," said Eugene Tan, an associate professor of law at Singapore Management University.



On the social front, perhaps the most sweeping change that Mr. Lee made was 
repealing a colonial-era law
 that banned consensual sex between men. 



"At least there's a sense of 'We can do this now,' and that ultimately we are not criminals anymore," said Leow Yangfa, the executive director of Oogachaga, an L.G.B.T.Q. rights group.




An annual Singaporean Pride festival, Pink Dot, last June, the first since a law banning sex between men was repealed. 




But Mr. Lee also moved to cement the definition of marriage as a heterosexual concept. Public discussion of race and religion remains tightly controlled, and rights groups say the government is still combative with its critics. In 2021, Singapore's High Court ordered a blogger to pay Mr. Lee 
about $100,000 for defamation
. (The New York Times Company apologized and paid fines 
in 2010
 and 
in the mid-1990s
 to settle libel claims brought by Singaporean officials over opinion articles.)



Critics say the government has weaponized a law it says was designed to combat fake news.



"You never know when or what you're going to say is going to run afoul of the authorities," said Joel Tan, a playwright and podcaster.



In a statement, the Singapore government said it had increased engagement with the public. It also laid out its philosophy on free speech.



"Freedom of expression is an important part of Singapore's constitution, but it does not confer on Singaporeans an unqualified right," the statement said. "In situations where it affects the safety and security of people in Singapore, and the peace and harmony that Singapore enjoys, the government does and will intervene."



For some, Mr. Wong's appointment is encouraging.



"We don't have a Lee anymore, but we also have a nontraditional type of leader," said Sudhir Thomas Vadaketh, the editor in chief of Jom, an independent online magazine about Singapore. "I do like that."



In recent years, Mr. Lee had to contend with a 
public feud with his siblings
 and 
a series of scandals within the P.A.P
. that sullied the squeaky-clean image the party projects. But he leaves office as a popular leader.



Zoe Tan recalled seeing Mr. Lee mingling with residents in Teck Ghee, a district in northern Singapore. "He'll walk the market and is very humble," Ms. Tan said. "He will take pictures with us."



On two separate occasions, Ms. Tan said, she emailed the prime minister to ask for a grace period for housing payments. Both times, his office made quick arrangements to help her.



"I feel very sad Lee Hsien Loong is going to retire, I thought he was going to continue forever," said Ms. Tan, who now works for Singapore's Community Development Council.




Singapore is one of the world's most expensive cities.




In his speech at Marina Bay Sands, Mr. Lee suggested that political change could threaten Singapore's prosperity.



"The system does not have to fail outright for Singapore to get into trouble," he said. "If our politics becomes like other countries, we will end up worse than other countries."
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Interpol Issues Alert for French Inmate on the Run After Deadly Ambush



Hundreds of police officers in France were engaged in a manhunt for the escaped prisoner and the armed assailants who freed him.




Forensic investigators at the site of the ambush in Incarville, in northern France, on Tuesday.




By Aurelien Breeden


May 15, 2024


Interpol issued an alert on Wednesday for a French inmate who was freed during a 
violent ambush of a prison convoy
 a day earlier, an attack that left two guards dead, deeply shocked France and set off a large-scale police manhunt.



It was not immediately clear whether the alert, known as a red notice, meant that French investigators believed that the inmate -- Mohamed Amra, 30, born in the northern city of Rouen and nicknamed "The Fly" -- had fled abroad or was trying to.



But as the hours ticked by and no sign of the suspects publicly emerged, the French authorities vowed that they were going to great lengths to find Mr. Amra and the assailants who staged the ambush, at a tollbooth on a major highway about 85 miles northwest of Paris.



"Massive resources have been deployed to track down the perpetrators of this despicable attack," Gabriel Attal, France's prime minister, told lawmakers.



Over 450 officers, he said, had searched the area of the country where the assailants used two cars to block the prison convoy before emerging with automatic weapons and firing repeatedly, killing two guards and injuring three others before fleeing with the freed inmate.



It is still unclear how many assailants took part in the ambush, although security camera footage and bystander videos that were spread on social media after the attack suggested that there were at least five.



Interpol
, an international organization that helps police agencies worldwide share information about fugitives and crimes, said it had issued the red notice at France's request.



The 
notice
 -- 
an appeal
 made by law enforcement in one country, asking their foreign counterparts to locate and arrest a suspect -- says that Mr. Amra is about 5-foot-8 to 5-foot-11, with brown hair and dark brown eyes. Grainy pictures accompanying the notice show him standing in a gray-and-white tracksuit.




Mohamed Amra, the inmate freed in the ambush.




Gerald Darmanin, France's interior minister, 
told RTL radio
 that the riskiness of the attack and the amount of preparation that appeared to have gone into its planning were surprising, given that Mr. Amra was not high-profile, despite a lengthy criminal record.



"The violence, the massacre, the disproportionate means used to free this person," Mr. Darmanin said, did not match what the authorities knew of Mr. Amra, whom the interior minister described as "not the biggest criminal that we have in our prisons."



Mr. Amra was not in a maximum-security prison, and the prison authorities had not requested a police escort during his roughly one-hour transfer on Tuesday between a courthouse in Rouen and a prison in Evreux.



He has been convicted 13 times for offenses including extortion and assault, as well as several thefts, according to the top Paris prosecutor. His most recent conviction was for burglary, and he has not been convicted on any drug-related charges.



But Mr. Darmanin, speaking before the French Senate, called Mr. Amra a drug trafficker and said he was suspected of being responsible for ordering drug-related murders in Marseille, in southern France. Mr. Amra is under investigation there in connection with a drug-related kidnapping and homicide case.




Police officers loading a burned-out escape car that was used in the ambush onto a truck.




As the ambush and ensuing manhunt drew international attention, French prison guards' unions expressed dismay and outrage over the attack, which they said reflected dangerous working conditions fueled by an unsustainable level of violence in overcrowded prisons.



As of last month, there were nearly 77,500 inmates in France, but room for fewer than 62,000, 
according to official statistics
. And 
France's official prison watchdog
 has in recent years described a worsening 
"climate of violence"
 in the country's prisons.



Transporting inmates outside prisons used to mostly be a police responsibility in France, but was gradually shifted to prison guards in the past decade. Prison guards say their equipment -- handguns and vans -- does little to deter assailants with powerful cars and heavy weapons.



On Wednesday morning, hundreds of guards symbolically blocked prisons around France and observed a moment of silence. They demanded increased security during inmate transfers and a reduction in outside transportation of prisoners -- for instance, by having legal officials come into prisons for certain procedures instead, or by using videoconferencing when possible.



Prison guard union leaders expressed satisfaction after a meeting with the justice minister that some of their demands had been heard. But they vowed to continue protesting on Thursday, and asked for a full review of security measures for prison convoys.



"We've seen two deaths," Emmanuel Baudin, the head of the Force Ouvriere Justice union, told reporters after the meeting. "It could happen again tomorrow."



Dominique Garcia, the father of Arnaud Garcia, 34, one of the prison guards who was killed on Tuesday, 
told BFMTV
 on Wednesday that his son's wife was five months pregnant and that he had started working on prison convoys specifically to have free weekends with his family. But he was also devoted to his job, he added.



"He loved it," Mr. Garcia said.
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Wildfire Approaches Canada's Largest Oil-Producing Area -- Again



The fire, near Fort McMurray, Alberta, has put the community, which is haunted by the costliest wildfire in Canadian history, on high alert.




This photo released by the government of Alberta on Monday shows columns of smoke from wildfires near Fort McMurray.




By Ian Austen


May 15, 2024


A wildfire was nearing Canada's largest oil producing region of Canada prompting the evacuation since Tuesday of about 6,600 people from Fort McMurray, Alberta.



The evacuation has evoked fearful memories of a major fire in 2016 that destroyed roughly 2,400 homes and businesses, forced  90,000 people to flee and became the most expensive natural disaster in Canadian history. 



The start of wildfire season in Canada follows a record setting year in 2023 when about 45 million acres of forest burned, a huge increase from the annual average of 6.1 million. 



Unusually large fires spanned the country with choking smoke from fires in Quebec filling the skies of Eastern Canada and filtering down and degrading air quality down the eastern seaboard of the United States.



Last week federal officials said that prolonged dry conditions in Alberta and British Columbia have set up a potentially dangerous wildfire season in those areas as well as to the north. 



This week's evacuation order was one of several issued in recent days in northern Alberta and neighboring portions of British Columbia, an area hard hit last year by fires and that is in its third year of drought.



On Wednesday morning, the leading edge of the fire was about three miles from parts of Fort McMurray, Alberta Wildfire said that diminishing winds  and cooler temperatures were reducing the fire's severity.



The fire had consumed about 27,000 acres as of Tuesday night. Thick smoke made it impossible for officials to determine its precise size and winds of up to 25 miles an hour forced them to remove fire fighting crews from its leading edge. 



Aircraft, including some with night vision systems, were still dropping water on the fire and measures to protect buildings in Fort McMurray were put in place.



Much of the fire, however, is sweeping over terrain that was burned in 2016, reducing the amount of fuel available for the current fire, officials said.



Jody Butz, the fire chief of the Regional Municipality of Wood Buffalo, said during a  news conference on Tuesday that he has "a high, high level of confidence" that firefighters will keep the fire out of Fort McMurray. 



He said the city has cleared more areas to keep fires at bay than in 2016, and also has  larger numbers of firefighters and equipment available.



Two neighborhoods under the current evacuation orders were among the areas burned most extensively in 2016 and then rebuilt.




The Beacon Hill neighborhood of Fort McMurray was the first to be burned when a wildfire swept through the area in 2016.




To avoid the highway chaos that marked evacuations in 2016, officials asked residents of neighborhoods not under evacuation orders to remain in their homes until areas that were in greater danger were cleared.



"Please, please allow these communities to evacuate first," Chief Jody Butz told residents during a news conference on Tuesday. "It is important that we approach this in a safe and orderly and respectful manner."



Aleks Mortlock, whose home was destroyed in the 2016 fire, told the CBC, Canada's public broadcaster, that his earlier experience did not make Tuesday's evacuation any easier.



He said that he has "the same anxiety, same things going through your mind, and this time, I have kids to worry about."



Mr. Mortlock said that his two children who are under the age of six  "don't really understand" the perilous situation the fire had created. 



People who had left the area  sought shelter as far away as Edmonton, the provincial capital, which is about 280 miles south.



Another wildfire in the region near Fort Nelson, British Columbia, has led to the evacuation of about 4,700 people since last weekend. More favorable winds there have aided firefighters in their efforts to control the fire, which had come within about a mile of the community and close to the neighboring Fort Nelson First Nation.



Farther east of Fort Nelson, the entire population of Cranberry Portage, Manitoba, about 700 people, was evacuated because of wildfire. The community in Manitoba's north has been menaced by fires in the past.



The 2016 fire in Fort McMurray, which came to be known as "The Beast," led to about 4 billion Canadian dollars in insurance settlements and disrupted production at the oil sands, the United States' largest source of imported oil. 



The last minute evacuation from that fire forced many residents to drive through walls of flame on the only highway south. While  fire did not directly cause any deaths among residents or fire crews, two people who were evacuating died in a highway collision.
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A France in Shock Confronts the Violence in Its Midst



The ruthless assault that freed a prisoner and set off a manhunt has turned attention to a multibillion-dollar drug trade fueling gang warfare.




A bullet-ridden prison van at the site of the attack that killed two prison guards on Tuesday in Incarville, France.




By Roger Cohen


May 15, 2024


If France is a country of illusions -- a beautiful and seductive land offering many of life's greatest pleasures that sits atop and conceals a crime-ridden, drug-plagued world of violence -- then the past week offered a rude awakening to this dual reality.



The Olympic flame arrived on French soil last week in the ancient port city of Marseille as a joyous crowd thronged the beautiful harbor. The chatter was of peace ahead of the Games, which begin in July. But the flame also arrived in a city whose northern districts are the epicenter of the French drug trade, where 49 people were killed last year and 123 injured in drug-related shootings.



The coldblooded killing on Tuesday of two prison guards on a major highway in an ambush that freed Mohamed Amra, a midlevel prisoner being investigated in Marseille for possible ties to a drug-related homicide case, shook France. This, just 85 miles from the capital, was a methodical execution in broad daylight on the main road from Paris to Normandy. Its methods were consistent with the brutality of a booming narcotics market.



Senator Jerome Durain, a member of the Socialist Party and one of two authors of a Senate Committee report on drug trafficking in France that was completed this week, was not shocked by the killing. "The world we found was one of limitless violence involving people, often very young people, who have no conscience and lost all sense of the value of life," he said in an interview. "This fits exactly."



He said "corruption has begun to spread because there is so much money," implying that it was possible that the ambush was facilitated by a compromising of the security services. 



Bruno Le Maire, the French finance minister, said in March that the drug trade in France is now worth about $3.8 billion a year, but other estimates range as high as $6.5 billion. The volume of Ecstasy and amphetamines seized by customs authorities rose 180 percent in 2023, the French customs service said.



Overall, almost 93 tons of drugs were seized last year, with a value of $927 million, according to the annual report from the French customs service. Cannabis, which is illegal in France, is the drug most impounded, followed by cocaine, the Senate report said.



There is no hard evidence as yet that the extraordinary sophistication of the ambush that freed Mr. Amra, 30, who is known as "The Fly" and has vanished along with at least five attackers, reflected his possible status as a drug mobster. He has been convicted 13 times for offenses including extortion and assault, and the Marseille case involves narcotics, but he has not been convicted on drug-related charges.




An undated photo of Mohamed Amra.




In testimony to the Senate, Gerald Darmanin, the interior minister, was emphatic about the link between the killings and drug trafficking. "Senator Durain, you are prudent about the link between this ignoble attack at the tollbooth in the Eure and narcotics trafficking. I have no such prudence. There is a link. It is evident"



He added that "the greatest danger to our national unity is drug trafficking," urging the country "to do 100 times more than we have so far done." He described the report on drugs in France by Senator Durain and Senator Etienne Blanc of the center-right Republicans as absolutely correct.



"We must all wake up. We must fight drugs, which are never festive, always mortal," Mr. Darmanin said. "Nobody in the future should make a single argument accepting their consumption."



It was an extraordinary appeal for action. In the interview, Sen. Durain said France had come together to fight terrorism effectively but had never done so to fight the narcotics trade, which takes many more lives. This had to change, he said.



As the hunt for Mr. Amra continued, 
Interpol
, an international organization that helps police agencies worldwide share information about fugitives and crimes, issued a red notice on him -- in effect an urgent request from France for assistance in finding Mr. Amra that raised the possibility he may have crossed a border.



In Marseille, which President Emmanuel Macron visited with great fanfare in March to announce an assault on what he called the "terrible scourge" of drug trafficking, the situation has continued to deteriorate, Senator Durain said.



"When it comes to an all-out battle between gangs, and violent competition for points of sale, Marseille leads the rest of the country, even if the insidious hold of drugs is spreading to smaller towns," he said. The government operation, which has extended to several French cities and smaller towns, is called "Clean Sweep." It has had minimal impact, Senator Durain added.



The police have identified the two main rival gangs in Marseille as "Yoda" and "DZ Mafia," and they attribute some 35 of the 49 killings last year to the fierce battle between them to control points of sale, Pascal Bonnet, a deputy criminal investigations officer responsible for the southern region of France told Le Monde daily newspaper earlier this year.




President Emmanuel Macron visited Marseille in March to launch a campaign against drug trafficking.




In northern Marseille, and other struggling neighborhoods around the country, where North African immigrants find difficulty integrating into French society, the dropout rates in school are high, violence commonplace and access to jobs scarce, an offer through groups on WhatsApp and other social media of $5,500 to drive a car in a narcotics deal or up to $200,000 for a killing can prove irresistible.



"There are home delivery services in Marseille for cannabis or cocaine that publicize themselves on social media, and even get sold like a regular business," Senator Durain said. "People in private WhatsApp groups call them 'Uber-hash' or 'Uber-coke,' it's that commonplace."



The background of Mr. Amra is unclear. He grew up in Normandy. His most recent conviction this month was for burglary, but he appears to have close links to the Marseille criminal underworld. On Sept. 26 last year, a judicial tribunal there requested that he be placed in isolation in connection with a drug-related homicide case involving a burned body found inside a car in southern France.



The investigation of the crime revealed that although Mr. Amra was imprisoned, "he continued, from behind bars, to communicate with the outside world through a line opened in the name of his sister," Le Monde reported on Tuesday.



A succession of government ministers vowed on Tuesday to recapture Mr. Amra and bring the killers who freed him to justice, but the longer the search for them goes on, the more embarrassing it becomes to Mr. Macron at a delicate moment in the approach to the Olympics.



At a deeper level, the bloody debacle, combined with the publication on the same day of the Senate report on the drug trade, appeared to have opened a vigorous debate on why government attempts to tackle the narcotics problem have proved so ineffective. That in turn will almost certainly lead, once again, to a political confrontation on the issue of social exclusion and poverty in the poorer neighborhoods and suburbs of major French cities.
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France Declares State of Emergency Amid Protests in New Caledonia



The French authorities have undertaken a "massive" mobilization of security forces since violence broke out over a constitutional amendment that changes voting rules in the South Pacific territory.



By Cassandra Vinograd and Aurelien Breeden


May 15, 2024


France's government declared a state of emergency in New Caledonia on Wednesday as it struggled to quell deadly riots in the semiautonomous French Pacific territory.



The French authorities have undertaken what they called a 
"massive"
 mobilization of security forces since violent protests broke out in New Caledonia this week over a proposed amendment to the French Constitution that would change local voting rules in the territory. A vote in France's Parliament approving the amendment on Tuesday ignited riots overnight that left four people dead, including a law enforcement officer.



"The priority is to restore order, calm and serenity," Gabriel Attal, France's prime minister, told lawmakers on Wednesday.



The French government said that more than 1,800 security officers were already in the territory and that 500 reinforcements would arrive in the next 24 hours. At a crisis meeting, Mr. Attal said that the army was being deployed to secure ports and the airport.



Several businesses and public buildings, including schools, have been looted or set on fire, according to the French High Commission. Three people have died in connection with the riots, officials said, and hundreds of others have been wounded, including 64 police offers and gendarmes, the High Commission of the Republic in New Caledonia said in a 
statement
. It was unclear if the death toll included that of a mobile gendarmerie, who, the statement said, died on Wednesday.



Nearly 200 people had been arrested by Thursday local time, the statement said, and the Interior Ministry had issued five warrants for people suspected of sponsoring the riots.



The state of emergency, which will last 12 days, gives the authorities more policing powers, allowing them to enact traffic bans, put people under house arrest, ban protests and carry out raids without normal judicial oversight.



President Emmanuel Macron, who convened a crisis meeting on Wednesday, expressed "strong emotion" over the deaths and gratitude to French security forces, his office said in a statement.



"All violence is intolerable and will be subject to a relentless response" to ensure that order is restored, the statement said, adding that Mr. Macron had welcomed appeals for calm from other officials.



In a sign of how seriously the authorities were treating the situation, Mr. Macron postponed a trip scheduled for Thursday to inaugurate a new nuclear reactor in Normandy.



France annexed New Caledonia, a smattering of islands with a population of about 270,000, in 1853. It was one of the few colonies, alongside Algeria, that France purposely populated with white settlers. Indigenous Kanaks now 
make up about 40 percent of the population
, while Europeans make up about a quarter.



The prospect of independence, and 
longstanding social inequality
, has fueled decades of tensions in the territory. The territory, which has rare autonomy in France, has held three independence referendums since 2018; 
all have been voted down
.



After armed conflict claimed dozens of lives there in the 1980s -- an uprising known as "the Events" -- the French government struck an agreement with pro-independence militants that promised change.



The proposed constitutional change -- which expands French citizens' eligibility to vote in provincial elections -- touched a fresh nerve. Pro-independence activists in New Caledonia expressed fears that it would water down their movement and reflected a more aggressive attempt by the French government to assert its will over the territory.



New Caledonia is a crucial foothold for France in the Indo-Pacific region, and French officials have warned that an independent New Caledonia, flush with vast territorial waters and nickel, could quickly fall under China's sway.



New Caledonia's voter rolls have been effectively frozen since 2007, with only those who were listed in 1998 deemed eligible to vote in subsequent local elections. The amendment gives voting rights to all French citizens who have lived in the territory for 10 years, effectively increasing the rolls by about 20,000 to 25,000 people, according to Adrian Muckle, a senior lecturer in history at Victoria University of Wellington in New Zealand who is an expert on New Caledonia.



Tensions have built up over the past several weeks, with protests turning violent on Monday night.



In an attempt to ease the strain, Mr. Macron's government has promised not to enact the constitutional change -- which would require convening a special session of Parliament for a vote -- until the end of June. It has also invited pro- and anti-independence groups for talks to try to strike a local deal.



The Front de Liberation Nationale Kanak et Socialiste, or FLNKS, the main pro-independence group, condemned the vote of the constitutional amendment in a 
statement
 on Wednesday but also appealed for calm.



It said the French government's offer to organize talks was an "opportunity" to ensure that "each and everyone's demands, including those who are protesting, can be heard and taken into account."



The French High Commission in New Caledonia said that a curfew imposed on the capital, Noumea, on Tuesday would remain in place, as would a ban on all public gatherings. The international airport in Noumea has been shut since Tuesday, with all commercial flights canceled, and the local authorities said that schools would stay closed 
until further notice
.
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'A Calculating Killer or a Damsel in Distress?': The Trial Transfixing Boston



Karen Read has been accused of murdering her boyfriend, Officer John O'Keefe. But her lawyers say she's innocent, alleging a cover-up to hide the truth about his death.








By Jenna Russell


May 15, 2024


In the early hours of Jan. 29, 2022, as a snowstorm raged, a 46-year-old Boston police officer, John O'Keefe, was discovered unresponsive outside the home of a fellow officer in Canton, Mass.



He was found by his girlfriend, Karen Read, who said she had frantically searched for him after waking up on his couch around 4 a.m. and realizing he had not come home from a night out. Officer O'Keefe had severe head injuries and hypothermia and was pronounced dead that morning. Ms. Read was arrested three days later, and the case has transfixed Boston ever since.



Ms. Read, 44, is now on trial in a Massachusetts courtroom, accused of killing Officer O'Keefe by backing into him with her sport utility vehicle after an argument and then leaving the scene. Her lawyers, along with a vocal and devoted squad of defenders, say she is innocent, alleging a sweeping conspiracy and cover-up by law enforcement officials to hide the truth about the murder.



Public fascination with the case has been fueled by an unusual confluence of factors: the relative rarity of a woman accused of murder; the mysterious circumstances of the death; the small-town setting and the web of relationships connecting the key players; and the magnetic appeal of conspiracy theories to those inclined to mistrust the police and the government.




Supporters of Karen Read watching a livestream of Read's trial down the street from the Norfolk County Superior Court in Dedham, Mass.




"Any one of those things would get attention, but when you add them all up, there is a fascination," said Daniel Medwed, a professor of law and criminal justice at Northeastern University. "We're all like rubberneckers, watching for the next bombshell."



"People want to know -- is she a calculating killer or a damsel in distress?" he added.



The passions that swirl around the case have led to one startling twist after the next: a blogger charged with harassing witnesses for the prosecution. A district attorney rebuking conspiracy theorists. A judge ordering pro-Read demonstrators to stay 200 feet from the courthouse -- and banning from the courtroom any clothing with slogans related to the case.



A few facts are undisputed. Ms. Read and Officer O'Keefe, who had dated years earlier and had reconnected during the pandemic, went out drinking with friends in Canton, a town of 24,000 about 20 miles south of Boston, the night Officer O'Keefe died. At a bar downtown, they ran into Brian Albert, a Boston police sergeant detective who also lived there, and received an invitation to join a group of friends for late-night drinks at his home.




John O'Keefe.




Shortly after midnight, they drove to the residence, in a hilly neighborhood of well-kept homes. Officer O'Keefe got out of Ms. Read's black Lexus S.U.V. Prosecutors say that they had been fighting and that Ms. Read had then accelerated in reverse, intentionally striking her boyfriend before leaving.



In court filings, prosecutors have described damage to the rear end of Ms. Read's S.U.V., enraged voicemails that she left on Officer O'Keefe's phone that night and statements from witnesses that he had told her he wanted to end the relationship.



Most damning, some of the emergency workers called to the scene that morning have testified that they heard Ms. Read say repeatedly, "I hit him." 



Ms. Read denies harming Officer O'Keefe; she has pleaded not guilty to charges of manslaughter and second-degree murder. She has suggested that in her shock and grief that morning, she uttered a panicked question -- "Did I hit him?" -- not a confession.



Her lawyers have advanced an alternate explanation for Officer O'Keefe's death: that he went inside Sergeant Detective Albert's home, where someone fatally beat him and then dumped his body in the snow.




Ms. Read, 44, is now on trial in a Massachusetts courtroom, accused of killing Mr. O'Keefe by hitting him with her S.U.V. after an argument. 




Those who believe Ms. Read is innocent say the evidence is rife with inconsistencies, indicating a cover-up to protect the people who were in the Albert home that night, most of them related to the Alberts.



The lacerations on Officer O'Keefe's arm appear unlikely to have been caused by a car, they argue, but resemble bites that might have been inflicted by the homeowner's German shepherd. Prosecutors say no canine DNA was found on the body.



Defenders of Ms. Read also question why several pieces of red plastic, said to be shards of a broken taillight on her S.U.V., were not found in an initial search of the area around Officer O'Keefe's body, but turned up hours later, after heavy snowfall had made the yard more difficult to search.



Most suspicious, they say, is a Google search, including a misspelled word, that was recovered from the cellphone of a woman who was inside the Albert home that night: "hos long to die in cold." The defense says the query was made around 2:30 a.m., before the body was found. Prosecutors say it happened hours later, at Ms. Read's frantic request, just after she had discovered her boyfriend unresponsive, but was typed into a search tab that had been left open since 2:30, resulting in a misleading time stamp.



Not content to keep their outrage to themselves, some members of the "Free Karen Read" movement have taken their protest on the road, hoisting signs with slogans including "Cars Don't Bite" -- a reference to the marks found on the victim's arm -- and "Justice for John O'Keefe" at malls and intersections from Boston to Cape Cod. And they have made a steady stream of $5, $10 and $25 donations to an online fund-raiser for her legal defense.



"When you know in your heart that you're right, nothing else matters," said Tom Derosier, a supporter of Ms. Read who protests outside the Norfolk County courthouse in Dedham whenever the trial, which began two weeks ago, is in session.



Many of her supporters dress in pink; several have purchased matching hot pink sneakers for their hours standing on the sidewalk. One recent morning, a group sat in beach chairs near the courthouse, listening to live audio of the testimony next to a buffet of Dunkin' doughnuts and coffee.




Ms. Read's supporters dress in pink; several have purchased matching hot pink sneakers for their hours standing on the sidewalk.




"He's lying through his teeth," one woman mumbled to no one in particular as she listened to a witness for the prosecution while nibbling a Munchkin.



Jessica Finch-Reid, a mother of three from Taunton, said she brings her home-schooled 16-year-old daughter to the protests to learn real-life lessons about the criminal justice system.



"Karen Read could be any one of us," she said.



Ms. Read, who worked at an investment firm before her arrest, 
told ABC News
 last summer that she had admired Officer O'Keefe for taking in his young niece and nephew after the deaths of his sister and her husband. As their relationship progressed, she said in the interview, she spent more time at his home, helping care for the children.



But she had accused Officer O'Keefe of cheating on her not long before he died, and he had told her that their relationship had "run its course," witnesses told investigators. Ms. Read drank heavily the night that Officer Keefe died and told friends she could not remember driving to the Albert home, according to 
court filings from the prosecution
.



The unusual degree of public suspicion around the prosecution -- fueled in part by a 
popular and controversial Boston blogger known as Turtleboy
 who has relentlessly proclaimed her innocence -- seems to have riled prosecutors. Last summer, Michael W. Morrissey, the district attorney leading the case, issued 
a video rebuttal to conspiracy theorists
, saying they had harassed witnesses.



"It should be an outrage to any decent person, and it needs to stop," Mr. Morrissey said. "Innuendo is not evidence."



The blogger, Aidan Kearney, was charged in October with harassing and intimidating witnesses; he has pleaded not guilty. On his website, trial-themed apparel for sale includes a $27 tank top emblazoned with the Google logo and the words "hos long to die in cold."




Waterfall Bar & Grille, where Ms. Read and Mr. O'Keefe were last seen together.




The federal authorities have also stepped in, conducting 
a highly unusual pretrial review of the local investigation
, calling witnesses before a federal grand jury and consulting their own experts. Their findings have not been made public.



Overlooked in the uproar, some say, is the loss of Officer O'Keefe, and his family's grief. The larger and louder the protests, "the more it seemed as though John's legacy was falling into obscurity," a longtime friend 
wrote recently in Boston magazine
.



In Facebook groups where thousands of Ms. Read's defenders analyze the evidence and dissect the court testimony daily, a few have dared to share their growing doubts that she was framed.



"I was initially open to the conspiracy theory, but to have not one person crack is leading me to think Karen likely hit him," one posted on Thursday. "The simple story is usually the most likely story."



Another commenter expressed a blunter skepticism, echoing the misspelled Google search but leaving it unclear which side he favored: "Hos long before people stop with these idiotic takes?"
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What to Do if You Are Threatened With Sextortion



It's not a hopeless situation, experts said. Here are four practical steps to take.



By Sarah Maslin Nir


May 15, 2024


The picture-taker hits send. The threats begin. Take a breath; there are things you can do.



1.
 First of all, 
don't pay the scammer
.



According to experts, it won't help. "Paying rarely stops the sextortion," said Susan Kennedy, the director of community of engagement at the National Center for Missing and Exploited Children.



2. Block the harasser, but 
don't delete your account
.



"You don't want to fully delete your profile, because there will be information on there that law enforcement can use," Ms. Kennedy said. "Those messages can be helpful in the investigation."



3. 
Tell law enforcement
.



The National Center for Missing and Exploited Children runs an anonymous 
tip line to report incidents
 both online (report.cybertip.org) and via telephone (800-843-5678). To reach the center via email: gethelp@necmec.org. 



The F.B.I. also has a tip line (800-CALL-FBI; or online at tips.fbi.gov) as does Department of Homeland Security: 877-4-HSI-TIP.



4. 
You can get a photo taken down
.



"It is really important to know it's not a hopeless situation," Ms. Kennedy said. "We used to tell kids once something is out on the internet it's out there forever -- it's not true."



If an explicit or sexually compromising image is posted online, there are ways to get it removed via software like 
Take It Down
, a program developed by the center that works by assigning a digital fingerprint to a photo that enables tech companies to seek out and remove it. It can be used anonymously: 
takeitdown.ncmec.org
.



Ms. Kennedy also urges parents to begin conversations with children about the risk of online sextortion as early as elementary school; she's seen sextortion victims as young as 8 years old, she said.



"It's important for parents to talk to kids about this for two reasons: First of all they will know that there is help if this does happen to them," Ms. Kennedy said. "But the other reason kids don't come forward is they don't think that there is anything they can do about it."



If you are having thoughts of suicide, call or text 988 to reach the 988 Suicide and Crisis Lifeline or go to 
SpeakingOfSuicide.com/resources
 for a list of additional resources. Go 
here
 for resources outside the United States.
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Despite Billions in Investments, Biden Trails in Arizona and Georgia



The states have been major beneficiaries of the Biden administration's key economic policies, such as spending on infrastructure, manufacturing and clean energy.




President Biden at an Intel site in Chandler, Ariz., in March. Arizona has become one of the top states for new semiconductor investments.




By Madeleine Ngo


May 15, 2024


President Biden's economic policies have helped spur billions of dollars in new investments in Arizona and Georgia, two crucial battleground states in the 2024 election. Yet so far, Mr. Biden's policies appear to have done little to lift his support in either region.



Arizona and Georgia have been major beneficiaries of the Biden administration's key policy initiatives -- the 
Inflation Reduction Act
, the 
CHIPS and Science Act
 and the bipartisan 
infrastructure law
.



Arizona has become one of the top states for new semiconductor investments, which have totaled more than $100 billion since the CHIPS Act was introduced, according to the 
Semiconductor Industry Association
. Georgia has been a big beneficiary of Mr. Biden's clean energy and infrastructure laws. The state received $40 billion in private sector commitments and $10.8 billion in public investments in infrastructure, clean energy and manufacturing under Mr. Biden, 
according to White House
 data as of last month.



Still, former President Donald J. Trump has maintained a significant lead over Mr. Biden in both states, according to 
new polls
 by The New York Times and Siena College.



That dynamic illustrates one of Mr. Biden's central challenges ahead of the presidential election. While his administration is spending huge sums of money to try and bolster American manufacturing across the country, those investments have yet to measurably show up in political support.



In part, economists say, that is because the policies that Mr. Biden has championed affect a relatively small share of a state's work force.



Scott Lincicome, a trade policy expert at the libertarian Cato Institute, said it was a "classic problem" of using industrial policy to win votes. The benefits tend to be concentrated in a few sectors, and the vast majority of people in a state like Georgia or Arizona will not directly feel the impacts of policies that aim to boost manufacturing, he said.



"Even if you expand it out to construction, you're just talking about a small amount of a work force," Mr. Lincicome said. "So it's a bit of a tough sell."



Still, the administration's efforts to jump-start domestic manufacturing in Arizona and Georgia have resulted in significant private sector investments, and White House officials say the country is starting to see more projects come online and jobs being created.



Arizona has received $120.9 billion in private sector commitments and $15.4 billion in public investments in clean energy, infrastructure and manufacturing during the Biden administration, 
according to White House data
 as of April. Many new semiconductor projects are benefiting from the CHIPS Act, which aims to spur American chip manufacturing through federal grants and loans.



Last month, the administration 
awarded up to $6.6 billion
 to Taiwan Semiconductor Manufacturing Company, which is investing more than $65 billion into a new chip manufacturing hub in Phoenix.



Georgia is among the states 
benefiting most from new clean energy investments
 since the passage of the Inflation Reduction Act, which contains various tax credits and other subsidies to encourage companies to deploy more clean energy projects. The state has seen a barrage of new investments in 
battery plants
 and electric vehicle manufacturing in recent years.




The Qcells solar panel factory in Cartersville, Ga. Georgia has been a big beneficiary of Mr. Biden's clean energy and infrastructure laws.




Both Arizona and Georgia are also receiving 
billions in federal infrastructure funds
 meant to rebuild roads and bridges, expand access to high-speed internet and replace toxic lead pipes.



Still, the federal efforts might not be swaying voters given that manufacturing does not employ as many workers as, say, the service sector. The share of manufacturing workers compared to total nonfarm employment in the United States has been declining for decades, in part because factories are able to 
make more goods
 with fewer people. In 2023, the manufacturing employment share was about 8 percent, down from about 13 percent in 2000.



The effects of industrial policies can also take more time to materialize, Mr. Lincicome said. Many new clean energy and semiconductor manufacturing projects are still years away from completion.



In Arizona, T.S.M.C.'s project has created construction jobs. But production at its first factory is not expected to start until 
next year
, and production at its second facility is not expected to start until 2028.



Lee McPheters, an economist at Arizona State University, said new semiconductor and infrastructure investments were contributing to strong growth in construction employment in the state, but they have not had a substantial impact on manufacturing employment.



"All that's in the future," Mr. McPheters said. 



Some say the investments are having significant indirect economic impacts. Chris Camacho, the president and chief executive of the Greater Phoenix Economic Council, said new projects tied to the federal efforts have led to more housing and commercial development in surrounding areas.



Many projects funded by the 2021 infrastructure law are also still underway or have yet to start. Transportation projects often take years to complete, and the law was designed to be a five-year bill, meaning that the money was not meant to be spent immediately.



For instance, the law provided $5 billion for a new 
national network of fast electric vehicle chargers
, but only a handful of states have opened stations recently. The Brent Spence Bridge Corridor Project, which was awarded 
over $1 billion in federal grants
 more than a year ago, has been heralded by Mr. Biden and Senator Mitch McConnell, the Kentucky Republican and minority leader. But the project only 
recently cleared an environmental review
, a key step before officials can begin construction.



Still, Mr. Lincicome said the Biden administration's policies were having some economic effects. There has been a notable acceleration in 
construction spending on manufacturing
 in recent months, he said. Biden administration officials have also pointed to 
job gains
 in various construction fields, including nonresidential building construction.



Jennifer Harris, a former Biden administration economic policy official, said the investments did not have "as much voter penetration as they should," but she noted that many projects were still in the early stages and would continue to progress.



Biden campaign officials said Mr. Biden has "delivered where Trump failed the American people" through strong job creation, lower costs and billions in investments in communities that have long been left behind.



"All of this is on the line this November: If Trump sets foot in the Oval Office, he'll make it his mission to undo this progress," Charles Lutvak, a campaign spokesman, said in a statement.



Gaining credit for the surge of investments, though, could remain a challenge for Democrats. Charles S. Bullock III, a political science professor at the University of Georgia, said voters in the state were probably aware of new clean energy projects, but they were not associating them with Mr. Biden.



Although Biden administration officials have 
traveled to battleground states like Georgia
 to champion their achievements, Mr. Bullock noted that state leaders were also promoting clean energy projects.



Mr. Bullock said voters might also care more about 
grocery store prices
 if they have not been directly affected by the new investments. "You're probably going to be concentrated much more on remembering what an item cost a year ago or four years ago," he said.



People are also more likely to associate infrastructure projects with local officials rather than federal officials who are miles away, said Adie Tomer, a senior fellow at the Brookings Institution who studies infrastructure policy. Many projects, such as investments in water infrastructure, are also less visible than large-scale projects, making it harder for voters to see the full effects, he said.



Some Democrats argue that they still have time to sell the president's economic policies before the election.



"It is still very early in the election cycle," said Representative Nikema Williams, the chairwoman of Georgia's Democratic Party. "We have a lot of work to do. I acknowledge that, and we're continuing to have the conversations on the ground."
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News Analysis



Why Biden Wanted to Debate Trump Early, and Why Trump Said Yes



President Biden, trailing in polls, is hoping to shake up the race and mitigate political risk. Donald Trump, already lowering expectations for his rival, is eager for onstage clashes.




President Biden and his campaign have moved recently to focus voters' attention on Donald J. Trump and what it would mean for him to return to power.




By Reid J. Epstein and Shane Goldmacher


May 15, 2024


Tens of millions of dollars of advertising has not changed President Biden's polling deficit. Donald J. Trump's criminal trial has not altered the race's trajectory. And Mr. Biden's significant cash and infrastructure advantages have yet to pay political dividends.



So on Wednesday, 
the one weekday Mr. Trump is not confined to a courtroom
, the Biden campaign shook up the race, publicly offering to bring forward the first presidential debate by three months. The move was meant to jolt Americans to attention sooner than later about their consequential choice in 2024. Mr. Biden's advisers have long believed that the dawning realization of a Trump-Biden rematch will be a balm for the president's droopy approval ratings.



The Trump team swiftly accepted. And Mr. Trump proceeded to do Mr. Biden the favor of lowering expectations for his performance, writing on social media that his rival was "the WORST debater I have ever faced." The post was a preview of the insults to come, with Mr. Trump accusing the president of being unable to "put two sentences together" and calling him "crooked" three times.



The 
early-debate gambit from Mr. Biden
 amounted to a public acknowledgment that he is trailing in his re-election bid, and a bet that an accelerated debate timeline will force voters to tune back into politics and confront the possibility of Mr. Trump returning to power.



Yet, at the same time, proposing the earliest general-election debate in the history of television is a way to mitigate the risks of placing an 81-year-old president onstage live for 90 minutes. By agreeing to two debates rather than the traditional three, the Biden campaign is limiting his exposure. By scheduling the clashes further out from Election Day, both candidates will have opportunities to recover should they stumble.



Mr. Trump, who turns 78 in June and skipped all of the Republican primary debates, has been eager to meet Mr. Biden onstage, publicly and privately casting him as diminished since 2020. Within hours of Mr. Biden's announcement on Wednesday, both sides had publicly agreed to a debate on June 27 hosted by CNN in Atlanta and one with ABC News on Sept. 10.



There is also peril for Mr. Trump because Mr. Biden has performed well in key moments when expectations were set low for him -- including the 2020 debates and his recent State of the Union addresses.



By accepting Mr. Biden's deal for two debates, Mr. Trump lost almost all his leverage to demand more, even as his campaign asked for monthly contests and Mr. Trump said he had accepted a Fox News debate in October. The Biden campaign made clear that the president would participate in only two.




During the first presidential debate in 2020, an aggressive Mr. Trump constantly interrupted Mr. Biden, and his poll numbers fell afterward.




"President Biden made his terms clear for two one-on-one debates, and Donald Trump accepted those terms," said Jennifer O'Malley Dillon, the campaign's chair. "No more games. No more chaos. No more debate about debates."



The startling speed of the agreement was possible, in part, because senior officials in the two campaigns had been engaged in back-channel talks about debates in advance of the Biden campaign letter, according to four people familiar with the discussions. The two campaigns had a mutual interest in circumventing the Commission on Presidential Debates, which has overseen the events since 1988.



They also both wanted Mr. Biden and Mr. Trump to face off directly, without Robert F. Kennedy Jr. or other independent or third-party candidates. Mr. Kennedy wrote on social media on Wednesday that his dominant competitors were "colluding," adding, "They are afraid I would win." 



In a sign of the preparation before Wednesday's announcements, the Biden campaign had in recent days moved to reschedule a major New York fund-raising event planned for the evening of June 27.



If the June and September events go ahead and no additional debates are scheduled, Americans will be given their side-by-side looks at the two major-party presidential candidates before a vast majority of voters have access to their ballots. It will also give Mr. Biden a freer hand to script the final weeks of his last political campaign, focusing on turning out early voters without having to prepare for a high-stakes event on live television.



For both candidates, the earlier dates allow for time to recover from a potentially uneven performance.



Presidential debates remain singular events in American politics. More than 73 million people tuned into the first Biden-Trump debate in 2020, and 84 million watched Mr. Trump's first debate against Hillary Clinton in 2016.



One unusual aspect of this year's general-election debates is that both candidates will be relatively rusty at sparring onstage.



Typically, the challenger has honed his skills in a series of primary debates. But Mr. Trump chose not to join those this year. The last debate either Mr. Trump or Mr. Biden attended was their final 2020 one.



Both men are unpopular entering the general election. The latest polls of battleground states 
by The New York Times, Siena College and The Philadelphia Inquirer
 showed that 40 percent of registered voters viewed Mr. Biden favorably, compared with 45 percent for Mr. Trump. But while a majority of voters have consistently seen Mr. Trump unfavorably for years, Mr. Biden was better liked four years ago.



Mr. Biden has in recent months adopted a more pugnacious approach to Mr. Trump, delivering a major speech about democracy the day before the anniversary of the Jan. 6, 2021, Capitol riot, as well as a Trump-focused State of the Union address. Both sought to elevate the contrast between the two candidates and the stakes of this year's election.



And while Mr. Biden trails in public and private polling, his campaign team still believes that he will improve his standing once voters accept the two men as their only realistic presidential options and are reminded of Mr. Trump's record in office -- particularly on issues like democracy and abortion rights.



In one reflection of why the Biden campaign thinks Americans need their memories jogged, The Times/Siena/Inquirer poll found that 
17 percent of voters in the top six battleground states believed
, incorrectly, that Mr. Biden, not Mr. Trump, was responsible for ending the constitutional right to abortion.




Mr. Trump and his campaign have often tried to needle Mr. Biden into committing to debates. 




Mr. Trump, for his part, has spent months mocking Mr. Biden's mental acuity and questioning his stamina to be onstage for 90 minutes.



Some of Mr. Trump's allies have come to regret setting the bar so low for Mr. Biden in the past, especially before his State of the Union address. The president delivered that speech 
with more verve than usual
 only hours after a Trump super PAC suggested in a television ad that Mr. Biden was so old, he might not live to survive another term.



Still, prominent supporters of Mr. Trump hardly downplayed his chances in the debates. Sean Hannity of Fox News predicted that Mr. Trump would "wipe the floor" with Mr. Biden. The Trump campaign reposted the clip on social media.



Mr. Biden presented his debate challenge on Wednesday with the kind of machismo that voters are more accustomed to hearing from Mr. Trump. "Well, make my day, pal," Mr. Biden said in a video posted online. He went on to needle Mr. Trump for being confined to a courtroom four days a week: "I hear you're free on Wednesday."



Mr. Biden's campaign also began selling T-shirts that read: "Free on Wednesdays." It was a departure from the typical Biden posture of not commenting on Mr. Trump's legal troubles.



Later, when Mr. Biden agreed to the Sept. 10 debate, he wrote on social media: "I'll bring my plane, too. I plan on keeping it for another four years."



The decision to abandon the debate commission was not a big surprise. Mr. Trump has signaled his willingness to meet with or without the commission. And Mr. Biden's team was frustrated, if not furious, that Mr. Trump debated Mr. Biden in 2020 despite appearing ill, soon thereafter testing positive for the coronavirus, and that Mr. Trump's family had removed their masks while in the audience.



Some Biden advisers have been targeting the commission for the dustbin for even longer. A 
bipartisan report
 in 2015 from the Annenberg Public Policy Center -- which counted among its authors Anita Dunn, a senior Biden adviser, and Ron Klain, Mr. Biden's former White House chief of staff -- recommended a thorough overhaul.



Maggie Haberman
 contributed reporting from New York.
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Seeking History in Maryland, and Zombie Campaigns Linger: Primary Takeaways



Angela Alsobrooks would be the third Black woman elected to the Senate if she wins her Maryland race against Larry Hogan; Nikki Haley keeps racking up votes.




Angela Alsobrooks campaigning on Monday in Burtonsville, Md. She won her Senate primary and will face former Gov. Larry Hogan, the Republican.




By Jonathan Weisman


May 15, 2024


Hundreds of thousands of voters in Maryland, West Virginia and Nebraska went to the polls on Tuesday, weighing in on primaries whose results pointed to a desire for moderation, achievement and diversity, and a rejection of the political power of money.



And what about those zombie campaigns in both parties' presidential races? Nikki Haley had a pretty good night for a candidate who long ago dropped her campaign for the Republican presidential nomination.



Here are four takeaways:



In Maryland, a potential history maker beats the money.



Representative David Trone, a co-owner of the giant alcohol retailer Total Wine and More, gave up his safe House seat, spent more than $60 million of his fortune and lost the Senate Democratic primary to Angela Alsobrooks, who hopes to become only the third Black woman to be elected to Congress's upper chamber.



In a showdown between money and history, history won.



Maryland would ordinarily have been a safe bet for Democrats hoping to hold the seat of Senator Ben Cardin upon his retirement, but the entry of Larry Hogan, a popular former governor and Republican moderate, into the race has scrambled the equation. Democrats initially were happy to have Mr. Trone as their nominee, knowing they wouldn't have to spend a dime for him in the general election.



But senior Democrats in Maryland and around the country came to believe they needed a candidate who could inspire their base voters in Baltimore and the suburbs of Washington to come out in November to beat Mr. Hogan, an anti-Trump Republican who proved his bipartisan appeal with two governor's race victories in his blue state.



Ms. Alsobrooks crushed Mr. Trone in her home base, the diverse Washington suburbs of Prince George's County, where she is the county executive. She beat him in Baltimore City, Baltimore County and suburban Howard County. She even narrowly beat him in his home base, Montgomery County, a Washington suburb with some of the most affluent communities in the country.



The Cook Political Report rates the seat likely Democratic, even with Mr. Hogan now the Republican standard-bearer, but the coming campaign will be hard fought. If Ms. Alsobrooks and Representative Lisa Blunt Rochester, Democrat of Delaware, both win their Senate contests in November, voters will have doubled the number of Black women elected to the Senate in American history, and for the first time ever, two Black women will serve in the Senate at once.



A resistance warrior goes down to defeat.




Harry Dunn, a former Capitol Police officer who became a national figure after his testimony about Jan. 6, ran as a Democratic candidate for Maryland's Third Congressional District.




In the most online, partisan Democratic circles, Harry Dunn was a star, a burly Capitol Police officer who battled a pro-Trump mob on Jan. 6, 2021, testified before the House committee that investigated the attack on the Capitol and then ran for the House he had defended at risk to his life.



He may have lived slightly outside the House district he wanted to represent. He may have had no political experience. But he was the candidate 
running to "save democracy."



On Tuesday, he was beaten by a soft-spoken workhorse, State Senator Sarah Elfreth, in a Democratic primary almost certain to determine who will represent Maryland's Third House District next year.



Mr. Dunn had raised nearly $4.6 million from across the country by the end of April and dominated the airwaves. Ms. Elfreth raised $1.5 million and had the backing of the United Democracy Project, a pro-Israel political action committee affiliated with the American Israel Political Affairs Committee.



But she had something Mr. Dunn didn't have: legislative experience and a record in the Democratic political trenches.



Hope for moderation in the G.O.P.?




Representative Don Bacon voting in his primary election in Nebraska on Tuesday.




Two House primaries on Tuesday offered some clues to just how far right the Republican Party was moving as its presumptive nominee, Donald J. Trump, rose back to center stage. In both Nebraska and West Virginia, the mainstream of the G.O.P. prevailed.



In Nebraska's swing district around Omaha, Representative Don Bacon, who has a reputation as an independent voice, faced off against Dan Frei, a conservative challenger backed by the state's Republican Party, a pro-Trump bastion. Mr. Bacon held that a Frei victory in the primary would hand his seat to the Democrats in November. On Tuesday, Mr. Bacon trounced Mr. Frei, setting up a much tougher race for the Democratic nominee, State Senator Tony Vargas.



In West Virginia, Derrick Evans, an unrepentant rioter arrested after participating in the Jan. 6, 2021, attack on the Capitol, challenged Representative Carol Miller in a safe Republican seat. Ms. Miller is no moderate, but she isn't a rioter. The incumbent whipped the insurgent.



The zombie presidential voters emerge again.



President Biden and former President Donald J. Trump, absent an unexpected catastrophe, will be their parties' nominees for the White House, but with no one running against either man in the primaries, opposition keeps cropping up. For Mr. Biden, in heavily Democratic Maryland, it came in the form of "uncommitted" -- around one in 10 Democratic primary voters cast their ballots that way, many of them presumably protesting his support for Israel in the war in Gaza. And 3.3 percent went for the defunct candidacies of Marianne Williamson and Dean Phillips.



In West Virginia, 20 percent of the voters in the Democratic primary opted for marginal candidates named Jason Palmer and Stephen Lyons. Mr. Phillips, a representative from Minnesota, collected around 8 percent of the Democratic vote in Nebraska.



Unity was even less in evidence on the Republican side. Long out of the race, former Gov. Nikki Haley of South Carolina nonetheless won around 20 percent of the vote in Maryland and Nebraska. Even in West Virginia, the deepest of Trump country, Ms. Haley got nearly one in 10 Republican votes.



Where these voters go in November could be critical. They don't show up in polling, but they keep showing up at the polls.
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CNN and ABC Snag the TV Coups of the Year



In a matter of hours, two networks outmaneuvered their rivals and landed a coveted pair of Biden-Trump prime-time debates.




On a pier at Fort Mason in San Francisco, a drive-up presidential debate watch party took place in October 2020.




By Michael M. Grynbaum


May 15, 2024


All of a sudden on Wednesday morning, the TV booking of the year was up for grabs.



Since 1987, presidential debates have been simulcast on every major channel in the country. But President Biden's shock announcement that he would skip this fall's preplanned matchups in favor of debates sponsored by individual news outlets sent network executives into a scramble.



Such debates typically take months to plan. Instead, in three hours, CNN and ABC News outmaneuvered their rivals to land a pair of prime-time face-offs between Mr. Biden and former President Donald J. Trump that promise enormous ratings and prestige.



Given the circumstances, some improvisation was involved.



CNN's chairman, Mark Thompson, was backstage at Madison Square Garden, about to deliver a crucial presentation to network advertisers. He began rewriting his remarks after aides confirmed over the phone that both candidates had agreed to a CNN debate on June 27. Mr. Thompson took out his reading glasses to deliver the announcement onstage, reading from a script scrawled across a creased notecard.



Debra OConnell, the head of ABC News, was deep into an annual meeting with regional affiliates when word came in. Because her network also airs major sports and entertainment events, her team had to coordinate with executives at Disney, ABC's parent company, to find a free night on the schedule. Soon after, ABC announced a Sept. 10 debate.



The anchors Jake Tapper and Dana Bash will moderate the CNN debate, which is set to air at 9 p.m. Eastern. ABC said its anchors David Muir and Linsey Davis would moderate its debate in September. ABC will share that debate with other broadcast and streaming news networks to simulcast; CNN has said only that its debate will air on its own platforms.



Mr. Trump said on Wednesday that he would also appear on Fox News for a debate in October, but the Biden campaign quickly made it clear that its candidate would not participate.



Competitors at NBC and CBS were left wondering what might have been. Some journalists at those networks privately expressed frustration on Wednesday that their bosses had not secured the coveted events.



Representatives for CNN and ABC declined to elaborate on their exact conversations with the candidates. Several journalists at the networks said that executives had appeared as surprised as anyone by Mr. Biden's announcement, and that the day had unfolded at lightning speed.



Some networks may have been better prepared than others.



The prospect that individual news organizations might end up serving as debate sponsors had already been the subject of widespread speculation within the highly competitive TV news industry. Some executives had started thinking through contingency plans.



Mr. Biden had repeatedly declined to pledge his participation in the fall matchups arranged by the Commission on Presidential Debates, the nonpartisan group that has sponsored general-election debates since 1987. One of Mr. Biden's closest advisers, Anita Dunn, is a longtime critic of the commission. And while Mr. Trump had promised to meet Mr. Biden "anywhere, any place," he has also complained about the commission.



The Biden-Trump debates were welcome news to journalists at CNN and ABC, networks that have had bumpy runs of late.



ABC News's previous president, Kim Godwin, stepped down this month after a tumultuous tenure marked by morale problems and softening ratings at the network's flagship morning show. CNN, which emphasizes straightforward news reporting, has struggled to compete against more partisan competitors in an age of polarization. (Mr. Thompson, its chairman, was previously the president and chief executive of The New York Times Company.)



Jeff Zucker, a former president of CNN, praised the cable news network on Wednesday for securing the first debate of the general election, which is typically the highest rated. "I am incredibly proud of them to pull this off, and I think it will be a really momentous night for the country," he said at a conference in London.



Mr. Zucker also offered a prediction. "This will be," he said, "the most-watched event, day, night, in the history of CNN."



John Koblin
 contributed reporting.
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Russian Disinformation Videos Smear Biden Ahead of U.S. Election



Many of the videos are trying to appeal to right-wing voters with fake messages about President Biden, experts say.




Microsoft said the video probably came from a group it calls Storm-1516, a collection of disinformation experts who now focus on creating videos they hope might go viral in America.




By Julian E. Barnes and Steven Lee Myers


May 15, 2024


Last month, a video began circulating on social media purporting to tell the story of an internet troll farm in Kyiv targeting the American election.



Speaking in English with a Slavic accent, "Olesya" offers a first-person account of how she and her colleagues initially worked in support of President Volodymyr Zelensky of Ukraine. Then, she says, after a visit by mysterious Americans who were "probably C.I.A.," the group began sending messages to American audiences in support of President Biden.



"We were told our new target was the United States of America, especially the upcoming elections," the woman in the video says. "Long story short, we were asked to do everything to prevent Donald Trump from winning the elections."



The video is fake, part of an effort to cloud the political debate ahead of the U.S. elections.



U.S. officials say the video is consistent with Russian disinformation operations as internet warriors aligned with Russia appear to be honing their strategy. Some of the old tactics of 2016 or 2020 could be used again, with new refinements.



While there has been much hand-wringing over the role that artificial intelligence could play this year in fooling voters, current and former officials said that videos were one of the most immediate threats.



Microsoft said the video featuring "Olesya" probably came from a group it calls Storm-1516, a collection of disinformation experts who now focus on creating videos they hope might go viral in America.



The group most likely includes veterans of the Internet Research Agency, a Kremlin-aligned troll farm that sought to influence the 2016 election. The agency was run by Yevgeny Prigozhin, the founder of the Wagner mercenary group who led a rebellion against the Kremlin and then was killed in a plane crash that American and allied officials believe was orchestrated by Russian intelligence agencies.



Microsoft said the group also included people associated with Valery Korovin, the figurehead of an obscure Moscow-based think tank called the Center for Geopolitical Expertise, a conservative organization affiliated with Aleksandr Dugin, an ultranationalist writer who faces U.S. sanctions for his role in recruiting fighters for the war.



Russian operatives are leaning into videos, many of them that falsely purport to be made by independent journalists or whistle-blowers. The videos, opposed to blog or social media posts, are more likely to spread beyond the conspiratorial fringes of America and become part of mainstream discourse.




Avril D. Haines, the director of national intelligence, in 2023. She testified before the Senate on Wednesday about election threats from Russia and other countries.




On Wednesday afternoon, Avril D. Haines, the director of national intelligence, told the Senate Intelligence Committee that Russia was the most active threat to the coming election. Russia, she said, tries to erode trust in democratic institutions, exacerbate social divisions and undermine support for Ukraine.



"Russia relies on a vast multimedia influence apparatus, which consists of its intelligence services, cyberactors, state media proxies and social media trolls," she said. "Moscow most likely views such operations as a means to tear down the United States."



China has a sophisticated influence operation and is increasingly confident in its ability to affect election results, Ms. Haines said. But she added that the intelligence community assessed that China did not try to influence the 2020 presidential election, and that so far there was no information that China would be more active in this year's contests.



Senator Mark Warner, Democrat of Virginia and the chairman of the Intelligence Committee, said that adversaries had a greater incentive than ever to intervene in elections but that the public had too often treated such meddling "as trivial or quaint."



Clint Watts, the general manager of Microsoft's Threat Analysis Center, said pushing out written disinformation with bots was largely a waste of time -- in 2024 it is disinformation video that has the best chance of spreading with American audiences.



The C.I.A. video, Mr. Watts said, was a classic Russian tactic: accuse your adversary of the very thing you are doing. "When they say there's a troll farm operated by Zelensky in Ukraine going after the U.S. election, what they're saying is this is what we're doing," Mr. Watts said.



Walter Trosin, a spokesman for the C.I.A., said the agency was not involved in the activities described in the video.



"This claim is patently false and precisely the type of disinformation that the intelligence community has long warned about," Mr. Trosin said. "C.I.A. is a foreign-focused organization that takes our obligation to remain uninvolved in American politics and elections very seriously."



At the Senate hearing, Ms. Haines praised the C.I.A. for calling out the video publicly, saying it was an example of how the government will identify disinformation by Russia or other countries during the current election.



Multiple groups in Russia push out disinformation aimed at America
. In addition to the videos, researchers and government officials say, 
Russia has created a handful of fake American local news sites and is using them to push out Kremlin propaganda
, interspersed with stories about crime, politics and culture.



Gen. Paul M. Nakasone, who retired from the Army this year and is the former director of the National Security Agency, said the best defense to Russian disinformation remained the same: identifying it and publicizing the propaganda push. The United States, he said, needs to expand its information sharing both domestically and around the world so people can identify, and discount, disinformation spread by Moscow.



"The great antidote to all of this is being able to shine a light on it," said General Nakasone, who last week was named as the founding director of Vanderbilt University's new Institute for National Defense and Global Security. "If they are trying to influence or interfere in our elections, we should make it as hard as possible for them."



Some mainstream Republicans have already warned fellow lawmakers to be wary of repeating claims that originated in Russian disinformation or propaganda.



"We see directly coming from Russia attempts to mask communications that are anti-Ukraine and pro-Russia messages, some of which we even hear being uttered on the House floor," Representative Michael R. Turner, an Ohio Republican who is the chairman of the House Intelligence Committee, told CNN's "State of the Union" on April 7.




Gen. Paul M. Nakasone in 2021. He has said that the best defense against Russian disinformation is to identify it and publicize the propaganda push. 




Russia's information warriors have 
pushed fake videos to spread lies about Ukraine
, aimed at undermining its credibility or painting it as corrupt. Republican politicians opposed to sending more aid to Ukraine have repeated baseless allegations that Mr. Zelensky has tried through associates to buy a yacht, disinformation that first appeared on a video posted to YouTube and other social media sites.



Most of the videos produced by Storm-1516 fail to get traction. Others come close. A video pushed out on a Russian Telegram channel purported to show Ukrainian soldiers burning an effigy of Mr. Trump, blaming him for delays in aid shipments.



The video was highlighted on Alex Jones's right-wing conspiracy site, InfoWars, and other English-language outlets. But it was quickly discounted -- the purportedly Ukrainian soldiers had Russian accents and were masked.



"This campaign has been working to advance some of Russia's key objectives, particularly that of portraying Ukraine as a corrupt, rogue state that cannot be trusted with Western aid," Mr. Watts said.



Since last August, Microsoft has identified at least 30 videos produced by Storm-1516. The first ones were aimed at Ukraine. But others are trying to influence American politics by appealing to right-wing audiences with messages that Mr. Biden is benefiting from Ukrainian assistance.



Intelligence officials, lawmakers and security firms have warned about the use of artificial intelligence by China, Russia and other nation states intent on spreading disinformation. But so far, Russian groups like Storm-1516 have mostly avoided using A.I. tools, according to security firms.



"Many of the A.I. campaigns are easy to detect or unwind," said Brian Murphy, the general manager of national security at Logically, which tracks disinformation. "A.I. is getting better, but it is still not at the stage this year wherein it is going to be used at the scale and with the quality some predict. Maybe in a year or so."



Both government officials and outside experts, however, have said that A.I.-altered audio had proved more effective than altered videos. At the hearing on Wednesday, Ms. Haines highlighted a fake audio recording released in Slovakia two days before its parliamentary election. While quickly identified as fake, news and government agencies struggled to disclose the manipulation and the target of the fake recording lost a close election.



Artificial intelligence and other innovations, she said, "have enabled foreign influence actors to produce seemingly authentic and tailored messaging more efficiently at greater scale and with content adapted for different languages and cultures."



For now, though, basic videos like the C.I.A. troll farm or yacht video that purport to have authentic narrators with access to exquisite information are the most prevalent threat.



In 2016, Russian-controlled propagandists could push out fake news articles or social media posts and, in some cases, have an impact. But now, those old techniques do not work.



"No one will pay attention to that nowadays," Mr. Watts said. "You have to have a video form to really grab an American audience today, which 10 years ago was just not even technically that possible."
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Disruptions Loom as 17 Air Traffic Controllers Balk at Job Relocation



The F.A.A. is clashing with workers over efforts to relocate them from New York to Philadelphia. Senator Chuck Schumer has denounced the plan.




Managing the New York-area airspace, including at Newark Liberty International Airport, is one of the most complex assignments for air traffic controllers.




By Kate Kelly


May 14, 2024


By late July, 17 air traffic controllers will be expected to trade in their headsets, walk out of their aging workplace on Long Island and report to a new office in Philadelphia, part of a plan to address a long-running problem with recruiting enough controllers to manage the skies around New York.



Despite the hefty incentives they have been offered to go along, the workers -- unwilling to uproot themselves and their families -- are balking at the move, and some powerful members of Congress are helping them fight back.



In a blistering letter sent to the Federal Aviation Administration last week, a group of New York lawmakers, including Senator Chuck Schumer, a Democrat and the majority leader, demanded that the agency abandon plans to force the employees' relocation this summer.



The move places undue hardship on those workers, legislators argued. The "forced reassignments" by the F.A.A., Mr. Schumer and his colleagues wrote, are "both confusing and outrageous." The controllers say their family lives would be disrupted, citing new marriages, disabled children and elderly parents they care for.



The fact that the Senate's most powerful legislator would complain so loudly about a tiny group of workers underscores the power of the controllers' nerve center in Westbury, N.Y. -- an intense workplace whose formidable responsibilities, high-stress environment and strong personalities inspired 
a magazine story
 and the 1999 movie "Pushing Tin."



The anger of the controllers and their supporters is clashing with the desperate effort by the F.A.A. to find and train enough employees willing to tackle the demands of ensuring the smooth and safe flow of aircraft in and out of the New York airspace -- its most complex, by all accounts.



The New York hub has for years struggled with chronic vacancies, placing its recent staffing levels at some of the lowest levels in the nation. The F.A.A. hopes that shifting some of the responsibility for the work out of New York to a more affordable place to live will make it easier over time to recruit more controllers, leading to higher levels of staffing and, with that, increased air safety and efficiency.



But the agency's plan also risks losing some of its more experienced controllers who are resistant to moving, which, perversely, could add to the staffing problems.



The relocations, which are scheduled for July 28, are necessary "to improve efficiency and ensure safety in this region," Bridgett Frey, an F.A.A. spokeswoman, said in a statement.



The group targeted for the move handles the airspace around Newark Liberty International Airport, which in the view of the F.A.A. can be done just as well from Philadelphia as from Long Island. That is because this group of controllers uses radar scopes, instead of guiding planes from a runway tower overlooking takeoffs and landings.



F.A.A. figures show that staffing gaps last year at the Long Island building affected 4 percent of the 541,136 takeoffs and landings that occurred at New York's major airports last summer. The agency expects the summer flying season, which begins later this month, to be its busiest since 2010.




In a letter sent to the Federal Aviation Administration last week, a group of New York lawmakers, including Senator Chuck Schumer, the majority leader, demanded that the agency abandon plans to force the controllers' relocation this summer.




The air traffic controllers say they, too, are fighting with safety in mind. They say they need to be in the same room with their New York colleagues, as they are now, to communicate quickly with them in a crisis.



"This is an extremely stressful job," said Joe Segretto, the controller who is president of the local chapter of the National Air Traffic Controllers Association representing the New York airspace hub. For controllers, he added, being forced by the F.A.A. to relocate away from spouses and children "is going to add a tremendous amount of pressure."



As moving day draws closer, the fight looms larger. The F.A.A. already put in place a 10 percent reduction in flight volume in the New York area to cope with lower staffing levels at its New York Terminal Radar Approach Control building in Westbury, known internally as N90. But any further staffing issues could mean there simply are not enough controllers to manage the increased volume planned for summer, forcing delays.



The fate of this handful of employees in a work force of more than 14,000 has gotten the attention of Transportation Secretary Pete Buttigieg, even as his workload strains under the demands of tackling jetliner assembly problems at Boeing, investigating the cause of recent train derailments and leading the battle against what the Biden Administration says are "junk fees" charged by airlines.



"The complexity of N90 is more complex than many countries' entire airspaces," Mr. Buttigieg said in an interview with The New York Times in December.



Given the low staffing levels at N90, he added, "we know there needs to be more attention there." Just 59 percent of available controller roles in the building are filled, according to March figures from the F.A.A.



Last June, the F.A.A. was 
chastised by the Transportation Department
, its parent agency, for doing too little to address yearslong shortfalls in controller staffing. Days after those findings were published, United Airlines delayed and canceled flights that affected 150,000 passengers. Scott Kirby, United's chief executive, 
blamed the F.A.A.
 for controller shortages that he said exacerbated a situation in which his pilots were already contending with bad weather in the New York area.



Controllers working at N90, which is housed in a squat, windowless building in suburban Long Island, are responsible for overseeing the early ascent and descent of hundreds of thousands of flights at John F. Kennedy, LaGuardia and Newark airports each year -- equating to at least 60 per hour in and out of Newark alone on a typical day or evening shift, according to F.A.A. data. N90 is second to Southern California's airspace in size but is arguably a more critical cog in the overall system, affecting the punctuality and well-being of hundreds of thousands of passengers each day.




The fate of this handful of employees in a work force of more than 14,000 has also gained the attention of Transportation Secretary Pete Buttigieg.




The F.A.A. has battled controller shortages nationwide since the pandemic, which forced pauses in training at both its Oklahoma City academy and on-site at air traffic control hubs around the United States. But N90's low staffing has been particularly urgent.



The controllers' jobs are so demanding and specialized that years of experience are customarily required to do them, including 18 to 24 months of hands-on training at N90 after working assignments at less-busy locations. Westbury's short staffing in recent years has meant that some controllers have earned close to $400,000 a year because of extra pay, according to F.A.A. documents reviewed by The New York Times. At $183,000, the head of the F.A.A., Michael Whitaker, makes much less.



The agency over the years has tried a variety of strategies for filling the vacant jobs at N90, including offering raises and bonuses and using new recruitment tactics. (One hiring effort that targeted candidates with no relevant experience -- referred to by some N90 controllers as "off-the-street" hires -- was tried, controllers say, without much success.)



The washout rate has remained stubbornly high. Just 32 percent of N90 trainees achieved certification as fully qualified, according to F.A.A. statistics from March, a far lower rate than at comparable facilities. The Transportation Department's 
report last year
 showed that N90 had the fewest supervisors of any Terminal Radar Approach Control, or Tracon, building in the nation, with only eight in place out of 30 authorized slots.



The F.A.A. has been working to relocate some of N90's controllers to Philadelphia since at least 2020, only to be stymied by both the controllers' union and New York legislators.



Its most recent effort to negotiate a move with the National Air Traffic Controllers Association began late last year. The two sides came to terms in March, according to documents reviewed by The Times, with a package that included an initial 15 percent incentive bonus and a $75,000 payout for those who moved to Philadelphia permanently. But, lacking an adequate number of volunteers to make the Philadelphia transfer work, the F.A.A. took a tougher stance about six weeks later, according to an April 29 memorandum that was reviewed by The Times: It notified more than a dozen N90 controllers that they would be involuntarily reassigned.



Under urging from the union, Representative Anthony D'Esposito, whose district includes N90, put together the May 7 letter demanding that the F.A.A. rescind its reassignments. In addition to Mr. Schumer, it was signed by Senator Kirsten Gillibrand and four other members of Congress from the region in and around Long Island. Three of them were Republicans, including Mr. D'Esposito.



"You have people who actually have strong, solid jobs, and they're not moving because they want to -- they're moving because we're telling them to," Mr. D'Esposito said in an interview. "It's not a good situation."



Some controllers who do not move may be reassigned to new roles at N90. But getting a new role is dependent upon proving to the F.A.A. that a move would create undue hardship and would require training for a new post for a year or more.



The F.A.A., which spent $36 million to renovate and upgrade the Philadelphia Tracon building, has recently tried again to make the relocation attractive. In the April 29 memo in which it mandated the 17 staff moves, the agency raised to $100,000 its incentive bonuses for controllers who relocated to Philadelphia, either temporarily or permanently.



Yet Mr. Segretto, the union chapter president, and many of his members are unwavering.



"We are completely against it," he said. "It's forcing air traffic controllers to choose between their career and leave their families, or to resign from their job."



Mark Walker
 contributed reporting from Washington.
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House Passes Legislation to Improve Air Travel, Sending Bill to Biden's Desk



The bipartisan vote to reauthorize the Federal Aviation Administration also greenlit measures to strengthen consumer protections and address safety and work force issues plaguing the skies.




The measure provides more than $105 billion to the Federal Aviation Administration and another $738 million to the National Transportation Safety Board.




By Kayla Guo


May 15, 2024


The House on Wednesday passed legislation to reauthorize federal aviation programs and improve air travel at a time of intense passenger woes and dysfunction in the system, sending the bill to President Biden, who was expected to sign it into law.



The House approved the bill 387 to 26, days after the Senate passed it on a vote of 88 to 4.



The measure
 provides more than $105 billion to the Federal Aviation Administration and another $738 million to the National Transportation Safety Board for safety programs, airport modernization and infrastructure projects, technology upgrades and next-generation aviation systems. It also supports the hiring and training of air traffic controllers, codifies airlines' refund obligations to passengers, restricts seating fees for families with children, strengthens protections for passengers with disabilities, bolsters aviation work force development programs and protects access to air travel at rural airports.



"For over a century, the United States has led the world in aviation safety and innovation, and this bill is critical to ensuring America remains the global leader in aviation," Representative Sam Graves, Republican of Missouri and chairman of the Transportation Committee, said in a statement after the vote. "It's vital to our economy, to millions of American jobs and to the millions of passengers that depend on our National Airspace System every single day."



The final package, which lawmakers heralded as a timely and necessary investment in the nation's aviation system and a win for consumers, was the product of months of negotiations between the House and Senate committees with jurisdiction over federal aviation programs. It was approved after Congress had repeatedly passed short-term extensions, blowing through several deadlines during a tumultuous period in the skies that included a spate of runway 
near collisions
, plane malfunctions and flight disruptions.



Representative Rick Larsen of Washington, the top Democrat on the Transportation panel, said the legislation "will create a safer, cleaner, greener and more accessible aviation system here in the U.S."



In a statement, he highlighted the measure's safety and infrastructure improvements, the addition of well-paying aviation jobs, policies for putting forward new aviation technologies and "robust protections for airline customers."



Among the consumer protections in the roughly 1,000-page bill is a provision codifying a 
new rule
 announced by the Transportation Department that requires airlines to "automatically" issue passengers full refunds when a flight is canceled, delayed or significantly changed. It also imposes a standard requiring that any travel credits airlines provide in lieu of refunds be viable for at least five years, and it seeks to ensure that families can sit together on flights without being charged additional fees.



The package also aims to address safety and work force challenges that have dogged the aviation system. It requires the F.A.A. to supercharge the hiring and training of air traffic controllers to help bolster a 
work force pushed to the brink
. It directs the agency to increase the deployment of safety technologies to help stem runway near collisions. And it mandates cockpit voice recordings be preserved for 25 hours, up from two hours, to better support investigations into future safety incidents.



Lawmakers, led by Senator Tammy Duckworth, a former Army helicopter pilot who uses a wheelchair after an attack by Iraqi insurgents took her legs, inserted measures aimed at improving air travel for passengers with disabilities. The bill requires the F.A.A. to re-evaluate evacuation procedures on planes to account for passengers with disabilities and older fliers; mandates training for airport workers on handling wheelchairs; and strengthens enforcement mechanisms to ensure planes are accessible to people with disabilities.



"This F.A.A. reauthorization is a true bipartisan win for our entire economy as well as a landmark improvement for aviation safety that will benefit the flying public and consumers across this country," Ms. Duckworth, an Illinois Democrat, said in a statement last week after the Senate passed the bill.



She called the legislation the "most significant effort by Congress in over a decade to make flying safer, easier and more accessible for passengers with disabilities."



A number of policy disputes and regional battles slowed approval of the bill. Considered one of the last must-pass items in this Congress, the measure had become a magnet for dozens of other policy initiatives that threatened to muck up its path to passage. But those were dispensed with in the Senate last week.



The legislation prompted a bitter regional fight over a provision that will add five new long-distance round-trip flights out of Ronald Reagan Washington National Airport outside Washington, D.C., something that Delta Air Lines and members of Congress who rely heavily on the airport had long clamored for.



The four senators from Maryland and Virginia sought to strike that change, arguing that the airport maintains the nation's busiest runway and could not support additional flights.



They were the only votes against the bill in the Senate, after Senator Ted Cruz of Texas, the top Republican on the Commerce Committee, blocked a vote on their proposal to give the transportation secretary final say on adding the new flights based on a safety and consumer experience evaluation.



The House, which passed its version of the bill last summer, had narrowly rejected a 
bipartisan proposal
 to add seven round-trip flights to Reagan National. On Wednesday, several Washington-area lawmakers voted against the bill in protest of the addition of the five round-trip flights.



"We should not accept a backroom deal between senators just to reflect special interests," Representative Donald S. Beyer, Democrat of Virginia, said on the House floor before the vote. "It's painful that this measure is still in the bill despite widespread bipartisan opposition. I cannot support a bill that hurts my constituents, disrespects all the elected leaders from Virginia, Maryland, and D.C. and directly harms our airport and the passengers who use it."



The bill held the mandatory pilot retirement age at 65 after a clash over whether to raise it to 67. Proponents argued that doing so would ease a strained pilot work force. But 
opponents
 in both parties said it would not fill gaps in the work force, and would instead lead to a constellation of logistical, legal and safety 
concerns
, as pilots older than 65 are generally barred from flying internationally.



After a fight over changing a rule that dictates the type and amount of flight time pilots must accrue to fly commercially, Congress also rejected attempts to count more hours of simulated flight time toward the 1,500-hour requirement and maintained the existing standards, which were imposed after a 
plane crashed near Buffalo in 2009
, killing everyone aboard.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/05/15/us/politics/airplanes-faa-house-bill.html



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




Overdose Deaths Dropped in U.S. in 2023 for First Time in Five Years



Preliminary numbers show a nearly 4 percent decrease in deaths from opioids, largely fentanyl, but a rise in deaths from meth and cocaine.




Empty cartridges of Kloxxado, a naloxone nasal spray that is twice as concentrated as Narcan, lay on the street after being used to revive a man in Portland, Ore., last year.




By Jan Hoffman


May 15, 2024


Overdose deaths in the United States declined slightly last year, the first decrease in five years, according to 
preliminary federal data
 released Wednesday.



The rare good news in the decades-old addiction crisis was attributable mostly to a drop in deaths from synthetic opioids, chiefly fentanyl, said researchers at the National Center for Health Statistics, who compiled the numbers.



But the full portrait of the death toll from street drugs remains grim. Even as opioid deaths fell, deaths from stimulants such as cocaine and methamphetamine rose. And some states, including Oregon and Washington, continued to experience sharp rises in overall overdose fatalities.



Drug overdoses overall in 2023 were estimated at 107,543, down from 111,029 in 2022, a 3 percent drop. Opioid deaths fell 3.7 percent while deaths from cocaine rose 5 percent and deaths from meth rose 2 percent.



The report from the health statistics agency, an arm of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, did not offer reasons for the drop. But naloxone, a drug that reverses opioid overdoses, has become more widely available: In 2023, 22 million doses of Narcan, the best-known brand, were distributed in the United States and Canada. Test strips for users to detect the presence of fentanyl in a drug became more popular, and many communities and clinics offered 
programs that hand out sterile syringes
.



Dr. Bruce Hurley, president of the American Society of Addiction Medicine, a professional organization of more than 7,500 treatment providers, said that the group appreciated what he called "the leveling of the overdose curve."



But he noted that the total remained "historically high" and that the gap between "those with addiction and those receiving treatment remains unacceptably wide."



He continued, "Universal access to addiction medications, when clinically appropriate, should be our minimum standard."



But though medications exist to curb opioid cravings and reverse opioid overdoses, there are no approved overdose reversal treatments for stimulants, and few options for treating addiction to such substances.



The latest estimates represent the first drop-off in drug fatalities since 2018, before rates began worsening drastically. By 2020, during the isolation and uncertainty of the Covid pandemic, overdose deaths, in large measure due to fentanyl, hit 100,000 a year and kept climbing. By 2022, they were still increasing, though the rate had slowed.



"Now in 2023, we're finally seeing a decrease, not just flattening out," said Farida Ahmad, a health scientist with the National Center for Health Statistics.



The new numbers arrive at a tense moment in a policy debate over how to balance law enforcement and treatment in addressing the drug crisis. In one of the boldest moves, Oregon voted in 2020 to decriminalize possession of street drugs to focus on treatment. But in the face of the rising overdose death rates and street crimes, the state recently 
repealed
 the measure.



Local, state and federal governments have been trying to toggle between tackling the supply of drugs as well as demand. A 
study
 published this week in the International Journal of Drug Policy reported that in 2023, local law enforcement seized more than 115 million pills containing fentanyl last year, more than double the 49 million seized in 2017.



The federal Drug Enforcement Administration said it additionally seized 
nearly 80 million
 counterfeit pills that contained traces of fentanyl, up from 50.6 million pills in 2022.



At the same time, the Biden administration and many local governments have been proponents of a public health approach known as "harm reduction," which has a primary goal of lowering drug death rates by making drug use safer.



A separate report with a state-by-state breakdown of a 12-month period ending in November 2023, showed that a majority are projected to have low, single-digit percentage declines in overdose deaths. Nebraska, Kansas and Indiana all saw fatalities dropping more than 14 percent over 2022 figures.



In contrast, 16 states are projected to have small rises in overdose deaths, and in Alaska, Washington, Nevada and Oregon, they spiked by at least 27 percent.



The 2023 national numbers are not expected to be finalized for several months.
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Antisemitism Accusations Against Staff Pose Dilemma for School Leaders



Republicans have pressed educators to fire employees who they say crossed lines. But school leaders say that legal, political and union considerations complicate matters.




School leaders are under scrutiny over how they are responding to teachers and professors who express pro-Palestinian views. 




By Troy Closson


May 15, 2024


Throughout a series of congressional hearings about what public schools and universities are doing to combat antisemitism, Republicans keep hammering school leaders on one question.



Why haven't they fired educators accused of antisemitism?



The accusations have come during a wave of demonstrations and discussions about the Israel-Hamas war on the campuses of public schools and universities. The Republicans leading the hearings have argued that school administrators have not done enough to discipline employees whose behavior they say has crossed from protected free speech into antisemitic hate speech and harassment.



But even 
defining what sorts of activities and speech are antisemitic
 is also hotly debated, including among Jewish families and organizations.



School leaders have had a variety of responses. Some have promised to crack down on individuals, by name, while others have refused to provide any information about employee discipline.



At 
one of the hearings at the Capitol
 this month, the New York City schools chief repeatedly leaned on one legal phrase: due process.



"We do not have the authority -- just because I disagree -- to just terminate someone," the chancellor, David C. Banks, said. "That's not the way it works in our school system."



The different approaches by public school and college administrators, both to congressional questioning and to the discipline itself, are a reflection of how discipline has become one of the thorniest challenges for schools trying to navigate tensions over the Israel-Hamas war.



As complaints rack up over teachers who promote protests or professors who spar with students online, leaders have been thrust into a deeply charged issue touching on a complex web of concerns. Among them are gray areas of free speech rules, employees' union rights and heated debates over 
contested phrases
 like "from the river to the sea."



To some Jewish students and parents, administrators are not doing enough to reprimand or even get rid of employees who they say are allowing hostile views toward Jews to fester in classrooms and lecture halls. Yet to some Arab and Muslim families, many leaders have gone too far, infringing on educators' rights and unevenly enforcing the rules about what warrants discipline.



The tension over discipline is likely to re-emerge on the national stage later this month, when the presidents of three more universities, Rutgers, Northwestern and the University of California, Los Angeles, become the next to testify in Washington.




David C. Banks, the chancellor of New York City public schools, appeared to take a middle road in saying he had disciplined some educators who had been accused of antisemitism, but did not promise to fire them.




At a hearing last month, Columbia University's president, Nemat Shafik, divulged that 
two professors
 -- whom she identified by name -- were under investigation for making "discriminatory remarks." One of them, who described the Hamas-led attack on Israel as a "resistance offensive" in an article, would never work at the school again, she said.



Nine days later, the 
university's senate accused the administration
 of having breached professors' due process rights and their privacy.



"These actions show little respect for clearly established protocols," read a resolution approved by the senate.



The Columbia leader's approach before Congress stood in stark contrast to the testimony of public school leaders at a separate hearing. The Berkeley Unified School District superintendent, Enikia Ford Morthel, repeatedly declined to share even broad details of punitive measures taken against district employees, noting that California has strict confidentiality rules that govern personnel details.



The contrasting playbooks were in part a reflection of 
the chasm between the legal
 and professional standards for public school districts and higher education institutions. While most professors are granted broad rights to academic freedom, schoolteachers are far more constrained in their choice of lessons, as well as in their speech as public employees.



Some episodes have centered on clearer cases of explicit hate speech or 
antisemitic tropes
. But many revolve around more nuanced situations, such as how teachers have discussed the war in history and social studies courses, or how their political behavior -- such as helping to organize a walkout to call for a cease-fire in Gaza -- may influence students' views.




Congressional Republicans, like Elise Stefanik of New York, have grilled school leaders about specific incidents and statements in which they argued teachers and faculty expressed antisemitic views.




In Berkeley, for example, the Brandeis Center, a Jewish civil rights group, 
filed a complaint
 earlier this year, arguing in part that the district had "refused" to discipline teachers, including some who framed the Hamas attack as "resistance" or called Israel an "apartheid state" in their classrooms.



Rachel Lerman, the center's vice chair and general counsel, said that many Jewish families feel like if another group were to face similar targeting in schools, "we would see results."



"It's not about silencing speech," Ms. Lerman said. "It's about what's appropriate in the classroom under the school's own rules and California's own laws."



A confrontation over similar issues unfolded this week when Republicans questioned Mr. Banks, New York City's schools chief, over why he had reassigned, but not fired, the principal of a high school where students raucously protested a Jewish educator who posted support for Israel on social media.



Mr. Banks repeated that every school employee is entitled to due process. In a strong union town like New York, most teachers and principals are entitled to 
hearings
 where they can respond to accusations of misconduct before officials impose discipline, including firing them.



On an issue as sensitive as the Israel-Hamas war, it may be no surprise that some families "may not ever feel the sanction was appropriate," said Cheryl Logan, a former superintendent in Omaha and expert in educational leadership.



District leaders, though, must strike a delicate balance. "People have private lives," she said, "and they work in public schools."



Some states like Massachusetts 
broadly restrict
 all public employees from political behavior during work time. A teacher would not be allowed to print pamphlets for a pro-Palestinian demonstration on a school computer, for example, or seek to advance pro-Israel views during class time.



Still, experts said the rules can be murkier for a teacher's speech online or out of school hours. Many districts have also previously given educators leeway to show support for certain political or social causes, like Black Lives Matter or Ukraine in its war with Russia.



Those issues of what's permitted merged in a recent dispute in Montgomery County, Md., where the district was sued after it suspended three teachers who used contested language to describe the war in Gaza.



One of the teachers often wore "Free Palestine" buttons to school, and was put on leave after a staff member complained that she had put the contested phrase "From the river to the sea, Palestine will be free" in the signature of her internal emails to colleagues, 
according to the suit
. Some 
Jews see the phrase as antisemitic
. The teacher viewed it as an "aspirational call to freedom and dignity for the Palestinian people," the suit said.



Zainab Chaudry, the Maryland director for the Council on American-Islamic Relations, said she worries of a "clear double standard," in which teachers who support the Palestinian cause do not receive the same due process rights as those who back Israel.



"We've never seen this level of suppression of free speech," she said, adding that one major challenge "is that there are no clear-cut guidelines in terms of what's acceptable and what's not."



In New York City, Mr. Banks told a congressional subcommittee on education this week that the phrase "from the river to the sea" was not allowed in schools. The New York Civil Liberties Union later said that many educators were unaware of the rule and that it believed a strict ban would most likely be unconstitutional.



As the chancellor testified in Washington, a group of pro-Palestinian teachers held a demonstration on the steps of the city's Education Department headquarters. Among them was Pam Sporn, a retired teacher in the Bronx who said her mission as an educator was to expose her students to the world.



Ms. Sporn said she often dug "into controversial historical and current issues" in her classroom, and was fortunate to work in schools "where we had that freedom."



Today, though, she said, "I would be in so much trouble."



Olivia Bensimon
 contributed reporting.
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Supreme Court, for Now, Allows Louisiana Voting Map to Move Forward



Louisiana had asked the justices to weigh in on a dispute over a new congressional map with a second majority-Black district in time for the election.




Deliberations over a new map for Louisiana began after the 2020 census showed an increase in Black voters. A new map drawn by the state's Republican-controlled legislature included only one majority-Black congressional district out of six seats, setting off a court battle.




By Abbie VanSickle


May 15, 2024


The Supreme Court on Wednesday temporarily revived a congressional map in Louisiana that includes a second majority-Black district, halting a lower court decision to pause the map over concerns that it was racially gerrymandered.



The move could increase Democrats' likelihood of taking control of a second congressional seat in Louisiana.



The newly drawn map had been approved in January by Louisiana's Republican-controlled legislature after it had been directed to redraw it.



The decision, which was unsigned, said that it would remain in effect pending an appeal or a decision by the Supreme Court. The court's three liberal justices wrote that they would not have lifted the block on the proposed map, with Justices Sonia Sotomayor and Elena Kagan noting they would have denied the stay application.



Justice Ketanji Brown Jackson wrote a public dissent, acknowledging the complex history of the dispute, which has taken more than two years of litigation, challenges by separate groups of voters, first under the Voting Rights Act, then under the Constitution, and scrutiny by governors, legislators, voters and judges.



The case was particularly thorny because two groups had raised separate challenges to the way that Louisiana carved up its voting districts, basing their objections on different underlying principles.



A group of Black voters, citing the Voting Rights Act, said the new map should move forward. In a separate challenge, a different group of plaintiffs, pointing to the equal protection clause, said it amounted to a racial gerrymander and should be blocked.



In 
Louisiana's petition
, Elizabeth B. Murrill, the state's attorney general, urged the justices to act quickly.



The Louisiana secretary of state had set a deadline of May 15 to prepare for the 2024 elections, she wrote, saying that the lower court ruling had left the state with "no congressional map."



She added: "Louisiana's impossible situation in this redistricting cycle would be comical if it were not so serious."
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A Leading Free Expression Group Is Roiled by Dissent Over Gaza



As it cancels events amid criticism of its response to the Israel-Hamas war, PEN America faces questions about when an organization devoted to free speech for all should take sides.




PEN America, which has been riven by internal dissent over its response to the Israel-Hamas war, will hold its annual gala on May 16. 




By Jennifer Schuessler


May 15, 2024


When PEN America celebrated its 100th birthday two years ago, it was a rousing if sober celebration of a nimble defender of free expression around the world.



Once a small writers group best known for its staunch defense of imperiled writers in authoritarian regimes, it had become a leading fighter against book bans, educational gag orders and other surging threats across the United States. It was also taking on 21st-century scourges like misinformation and 
online harassment
, while standing up for the old-fashioned power of the pen, rallying support for Salman Rushdie after he was stabbed onstage at a literary event in 2022.



Today, amid spiraling protests over the Israel-Hamas war, battles over free speech are pitched as high as ever. But PEN America has found itself roiled, and at times hobbled, by escalating controversy over its response to the war.



Last month, it canceled its literary awards ceremony and its World Voices Festival, which brings writers from around the globe to New York, after dozens of authors pulled out as a protest against what they said was PEN America's failure to adequately speak out about dire threats to Palestinian writers and cultural life posed by Israel's military action. But far from quelling controversy, the cancellations have unleashed a war of words over just who is trying to silence, shame and bully whom.



"Go ahead, shut down PEN America, put a few heads on pikes," the novelist Margaret Atwood, a former president of PEN Canada, said of the group's critics in an email. "Then burnish your brand and congratulate yourselves on your own purity and righteousness while those who PEN America could have helped -- worldwide, at home, and in prison -- wither on the vine."



To others, it's PEN America that is falling down on the job of defending writers. The novelist Hari Kunzru, a former deputy president of English PEN, said in an email it had made "the nakedly political choice to downplay the destruction of Palestinian civil society." And rather than listening to critics, he said, it is "trying to mobilize sentiment against them by using insinuation and hearsay."



The group's annual gala at the American Museum of Natural History will be held on Thursday as planned, the group says, with awards for the singer Paul Simon and the imprisoned Vietnamese writer 
Pham Doan Trang
.



But dinner will also come served with possible protests and a tangle of questions: What does it mean to defend writers amid a polarizing war? When should a group that promotes free expression for all take sides? And at a time of extreme humanitarian crisis that some see as genocide, is a commitment to big-tent dialogue a necessity, or a dodge?




In 2022, PEN helped rallied support for Salman Rushdie after he was stabbed onstage at a literary event in upstate New York.




'The Intersection of Literature and Human Rights'



PEN America was 
founded in 1922
, a year after PEN International. Today, it's the biggest of the 147 PEN outposts around the world, with more than 4,500 members, a budget of $24 million and a network of state affiliates and satellite offices that take the fight beyond the blue-state enclaves where writers cluster.



Each national PEN organization is bound by the 1948 
PEN Charter
, which calls on members to "do their utmost to dispel all hatreds and to champion the ideal of one humanity living in peace and equality." PEN America describes itself as standing "at the intersection of literature and human rights."



"Defense of free speech, openness to wide-ranging views, faith in dialogue and a willingness to reckon with complexity -- those for me are hallmarks of how we've gone about our work," Suzanne Nossel, the group's chief executive, who arrived in 2013, said in an interview.



But what that means in practice can be a deeply fractious question. In 2015 PEN America decided to give an award to the French satirical magazine Charlie Hebdo, after a dozen of its staff were killed in 
an attack on their office
 by Islamist extremists outraged by cartoons mocking the prophet Muhammed. PEN's leadership saw the magazine as exemplifying of "freedom of expression courage."



But six writers serving as table hosts withdrew from that year's gala in protest, while more than 200 PEN members 
signed an open letter
 to protest honoring a publication that many Muslims in France saw as racist and Islamophobic.



The gala went forward, complete with a 
standing ovation
 for the magazine's staff. Afterward, PEN America started "The M Word," 
a two-year project
 aimed at elevating Muslim American voices.



There have been 
other controversies
 since. But no issue has rocked the group, both inside and outside its offices, more than the war in Gaza.




Gerard Biard, of the French satirical magazine Charlie Hebdo, accepts an award from PEN America in May 2015, after a dozen of his co-workers were killed.




Responses to the War, and Criticisms



On Oct. 10, three days after the Hamas-led attack on Israel, PEN America 
released a statement
 condemning the "premeditated and vicious attack" on Israeli civilians, and expressing concern for the "innocent civilians in Gaza" who "suffer for Hamas's crimes."



Behind the scenes, some staff members were chafing against what they saw as a one-sided response that omitted historical context. In a letter to management on Oct. 17, several dozen employees criticized the statement, saying it "erases the role of the Israeli government in a long-lasting campaign of violence against Palestinians."



That same day, the organization released 
another statement,
 saying it "mourns the devastating loss of civilian lives in Gaza and condemns threats to free expression and the free flow of vital information to the public," citing the killings of 11 Palestinian journalists and three Israeli journalists, the cutoff of internet service in Gaza and the damage to schools and mosques by Israeli airstrikes.



But when PEN International 
called for an immediate
 cease-fire and release of hostages in late October, some staff members began asking why PEN America was not doing the same.



PEN America ultimately 
called for
 "an immediate cease-fire" on March 20, as public criticism of the group snowballed. But days later, a group purporting to consist of current and former PEN America employees forwarded two earlier staff letters of concern to the group's board, claiming the organization had displayed an "anti-Palestinian bias" that was affecting its ability to carry out its mission.



Central to the criticism is a charge of a double standard. After the 2022 invasion of Ukraine, PEN America mounted a 
full-throated response
, holding a vigil in Manhattan, leading a delegation of Ukrainian writers to Washington and issuing a 
major report
 on Russia's attempts to "erase" Ukrainian culture.



By contrast, critics said, there has been no similarly forceful condemnation of Israel's military assault, and no major initiatives focused on the war's devastating impact on 
writers
 and cultural life in Gaza, where most schools have been 
heavily damaged
 or destroyed.



"I don't understand why an organization cannot both condemn Hamas's actions on Oct. 7, which should be condemned, and also condemn the shocking response to it by the Israeli military on a civilian population," said Susan Muaddi Darraj, a Palestinian American writer who joined 
an open letter
 by writers pulling out of the festival. "Why can't two things be true at the same time?"



Nossel rejects the charge of bias. She cited the group's many actions, including its multiple statements decrying restrictions of pro-Palestinian speech, a public 
panel of writers
 in December to discuss "the challenge of keeping civil discourse alive amid deep schisms" over the war and the $100,000 it recently pledged to aid writers in Gaza.



Nossel said the group's Ukraine response had grown out of its longstanding relationship with PEN Ukraine, as well as the strong unanimity, within the organization and across American society, against the Russian invasion.



"In retrospect, that unanimity may have prompted us to get out over our skis in terms of some of our statements," she said.



Among PEN America's members and stakeholders, she said, there was no similar unanimity over the Gaza war, a conflict that has left many institutions facing questions about why their responses to it have differed from their responses to other issues.



"But what I think people do share," Nossel said, "is a sense of devastation about what's going on, a deep worry."




Suzanne Nossel, PEN America's chief executive, described the group's core principles as "defense of free speech, openness to wide-ranging views, faith in dialogue, and a willingness to reckon with complexity." 




A Boiling Point



For many critics, what pushed things to a boiling point was an incident in Los Angeles on Jan. 31, at a PEN-sponsored event featuring the pro-Israeli actress Mayim Bialik 
in conversation
 with the comedian Moshe Kasher about his new memoir.



According to 
news
 
reports
, a group of protesters began reading the names of writers killed in Gaza through a loudspeaker. When one protester, 
Randa Jarrar
, a Palestinian American writer who had previously worked with PEN America, refused to stop, she was physically removed.



PEN America 
says
 that it was acting in keeping with one of its core principles: Protesters must be free to speak, but cannot prevent events from going forward.



The writer Naomi Klein said that response may have been consistent with PEN America's policies. But she said it missed the broader point, which was its failure to address the war itself in anything but a "piecemeal" way.



"People don't disrupt an event if they don't feel that there is a silence there," Klein said.



Klein was among the first group of writers to announce, in early March, that they were 
pulling out
 of the World Voices festival. She had been set to appear on a panel she suggested on the 
"Palestine Exception"
 to free speech: the idea that pro-Palestinian views are suppressed in 
universities
 and other 
institutions
.



If PEN America had engaged seriously with criticisms of its own "double standard," Klein said, the controversy "wouldn't have spiraled in the way that it did."



The Debate Heats Up



Jacob Weisberg, a former PEN America board member who now leads the board at the Committee to Protect Journalists, said the critics misconstrue PEN America's role, which is not to take sides, but to promote dialogue and "fight polarization."



"It's there to assert the right to free expression, and do it in a way that doesn't leave people yelling at each other across barricades," he said.



To some, the criticism has gone beyond protest and become a with-us-or-against-us bullying campaign. Atwood called it an attempt at "ideological capture," which would turn PEN America from a free expression organization to "a propaganda mouthpiece for one political view."



Supporters have also raised eyebrows at the strident rhetoric in some criticism, like an 
open letter
 accusing the group of "parroting" Israeli propaganda and charging Nossel (a Harvard-trained lawyer who has worked at Human Rights Watch, Amnesty International USA and the U.S. State Department) with "longstanding commitments to Zionism, Islamophobia, and imperial wars in the Middle East."



"That bullying is being executed with enormous energy, by a very vocal group," Andrew Solomon, a former PEN America president, said. "There has been a tremendous amount of antisemitism directed at Suzanne," he added.



In 
an article in The Atlantic
, the journalist George Packer, a board member, accused the withdrawing writers of displaying an "authoritarian spirit" that he likened to Soviet writers who denounced their peers. "It isn't a pretty sight when writers bully other writers into shutting down a celebration of world literature -- especially when big names with the most expansive free-speech rights in the world take away a platform from lesser-known writers hoping to reach an audience outside their own repressive countries," he wrote.



But others said PEN's defenders were unfairly attacking and belittling its critics. In 
an Instagram post
, the novelist Dinaw Mengestu, a fellow board member and PEN America vice president, called Packer's argument "absurd" and said it "perverts and distorts" the criticism.



Another board member, Tara Westover, reposted Mengestu's comments, 
adding
, "When a free expression organization for writers starts attacking writers in the name of free expression, something has gone very wrong."



In an interview, Mengestu acknowledged that "there might be some people who feel like they are being pressured." But talk of bullying, he said, only distracted from the legitimate criticism of what he called the group's "history of bias."



"We need to remember this crisis, at its core, isn't about PEN," Mengestu said. "It's about 34,000 lives that are lost, and the danger that number will grow."



Since the cancellations last month of the festival and the literary awards ceremony, three of PEN America's 16 state chapter heads have resigned. But its everyday work of defending free expression goes on.



In recent weeks, PEN America has released statements criticizing the crackdown on campus protests, a new report on 
book bans
 and the annual update to its 
Freedom to Write database
, which tracks imprisoned writers around the world. (China leads the list, with Israel and Russia in the top 10 for the first time.)



It's is also working to build connections to help writers in Gaza, and rebuild trust with critics closer to home.



Asked what that involves, Nossel said simply, "A lot of listening."
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U.S. Bridges Face 'Increased Risks' From Large Ships, Coast Guard Says



A Coast Guard leader told Congress that bridges around the country needed to be assessed to avoid repeating the crash that knocked down the Key Bridge in Baltimore.




Representative Rick Larsen, right, spoke with, from left, Vice Adm. Peter Gautier, Maj. Gen. William H. Graham and Shailen Bhatt ahead of a House committee hearing to review the federal response to the Baltimore bridge crash.




By Mike Baker


May 15, 2024


The much larger ships navigating U.S. ports have raised the risk of deadly crashes, requiring a fresh look at bridges and other key infrastructure that may need enhanced protections, a U.S. Coast Guard official said on Wednesday.



The official, Vice Adm. Peter Gautier, told a congressional committee that action was needed even before the completion of investigations into the cargo ship crash in March that knocked down the Francis Scott Key Bridge in Baltimore, killing six people.



"It is time to more broadly understand these risks," Mr. Gautier told the House transportation and infrastructure committee, which is examining the federal response to the crash. He said the Coast Guard would be starting a nationwide review to examine vulnerabilities and propose plans to reduce the risk of disastrous accidents.



Jennifer Homendy, the chair of the National Transportation Safety Board, said during the hearing that states and other bridge operators should be evaluating the types of vessels traveling through their waterways, especially near older bridges. While her agency expects to take about 18 months to produce a final report on the Baltimore disaster, she said officials might issue urgent safety recommendations even sooner.



N.T.S.B. investigators released 
a preliminary report on Tuesday about crash
, finding that the cargo ship Dali had experienced two electrical outages on the day before it left the port, and then suffered another round of outages as it approached the Key Bridge. The agency said it was still investigating the cause of the failures and trying to replicate the problems to understand how they occurred.



The vessel lost steering capability and crashed into a bridge pier, knocking part of the span into the water and 
killing six workers who had been part of a roadway maintenance crew
.



Container ships have grown steadily larger
 in recent decades. But many older bridges lack protection systems that could deflect or absorb the impacts of such large vessels. The Key Bridge had a series of small concrete islands known as "dolphins" to help protect it, but officials acknowledged decades ago that the 
bridge would not be able to withstand
 a direct hit from a heavy cargo vessel.



A New York Times review found more than 
300 major bridges around the country
 where inspectors discovered that protection systems were deteriorated, potentially outdated or nonexistent.



But for transportation agencies with limited funds and lengthy lists of projects, the cost to enhance protections around a dated bridge can be immense: At the Delaware Memorial Bridge, crews are in the midst of 
a $93 million project to protect the span from the larger ships
 now traveling below. The protection system will include eight concrete dolphins, each 80 feet in diameter and anchored 45 feet deep in the riverbed -- much stronger than the dolphins that surrounded the Baltimore bridge.



On Wednesday, officials said new risk evaluations could consider things like pier protection systems or tugboat escorts. Ms. Homendy of the N.T.S.B. said investigators were still looking at whether extending the distance that a tug escort accompanied the Dali out of the harbor could have averted the crash.



Vessel-bridge crashes have occurred with a certain regularity in recent decades. Some of them -- in places like Tampa Bay, Fla., Mobile, Ala., South Padre Island, Texas, and Webbers Falls, Okla. -- have been catastrophic. Many others have been disruptive: On Wednesday, as the congressional hearing was already underway, a barge crashed into the Pelican Island Causeway in Galveston, Texas, damaging part of the bridge, spilling oil and prompting the roadway to be closed.



Shailen Bhatt, the administrator of the Federal Highway Administration, told lawmakers on Wednesday that officials were determining how to protect and build bridges as new threats arose. He said that conversations with state transportation departments were helping to develop a list of existing bridges to evaluate.



"It's examining all the threats and doing that cost-benefit analysis of what protections are quickly deployable -- how do we get these bridges protected, and then how do we update design standards given the ever-changing nature of the vessels going underneath them?" he said.



Crews were continuing to clear the wreckage in Baltimore, 
using explosives this week
 to separate the wrecked cargo ship from a section of the bridge. The vessel will eventually be refloated and pulled from the crash site.



Maj. Gen. William H. Graham of the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers told lawmakers that officials hoped to have the port's navigation channel fully reopened by the end of this month.
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Nancy Neveloff Dubler, Mediator for Life's Final Moments, Dies at 82



A bioethicist, she pioneered bedside methods for helping patients, their families and doctors deal with anguishing life-and-death decisions in a high-tech age.




Nancy Dubler, director of the bioethics division at Montefiore Medical Center in the Bronx, spoke in 2005 with Fred Haber, who was at his wife's bedside after a mediation session. 




By Michael S. Rosenwald


May 11, 2024


Nancy Neveloff Dubler, a medical ethicist who pioneered using mediation at hospital bedsides to navigate the complex dynamics among headstrong doctors, anguished family members and patients in their last days, died on April 14 at her home on the Upper West Side of Manhattan. She was 82.



The cause was heart and lung disease, her family said.



A Harvard-educated lawyer who won her college student presidency by campaigning to dissolve the student government, Ms. Dubler was a revolutionary figure in health care who sought, in her words, to "level the playing field" and "amplify nonmedical voices" in knotty medical situations, especially when deciding next steps for the sickest of patients.



In 1978, Ms. Dubler founded the 
Bioethics Consultation Service
 at Montefiore Medical Center in the Bronx. Among the first such teams in the country, the service employed lawyers, bioethicists and even philosophers who, like doctors on call, carried pagers alerting them to emergency ethical issues.




Modern medical technology, Ms. Dubler wrote in her 1992 book, "lets us take a body with a massive brain hemorrhage, hook it up to a machine, and keep it nominally 'alive,' functioning organs on a bed, without hope of recovery."




"My colleagues and I spend most of our time working with doctors, nurses, and social workers," Ms. Dubler wrote with her co-author, David Nimmons, in "
Ethics On Call: A Medical Ethicist Shows How to Take Charge of Life-and-Death Choices
" (1992). "We start where they get stuck, in the web of rights and responsibilities that ensnares all patients and caregivers."



Bioethics consultants emerged as a medical subspecialty following groundbreaking advances in technology, pharmaceuticals and surgical techniques.



"Our technology now lets us confer several decades of healthy and productive life through procedures like cardiac catheterization or triple bypass surgery," Ms. Dubler wrote in her book. "Yet it also lets us take a body with a massive brain hemorrhage, hook it up to a machine, and keep it nominally 'alive,' functioning organs on a bed, without hope of recovery."



Such advances can lead to friction among doctors, who have been trained for generations to keep patients alive with whatever tools are available; family members, who might squabble about their often incapacitated loved ones; and hospital administrators, who may fear lawsuits.



The questions Ms. Dubler and her team faced were complex and heart-wrenching.



Should a premature baby who is unlikely to survive be intubated? Should an unconscious patient whose religious beliefs forbid blood transfusions receive one because a family member demands it? Should a teenager be allowed to forgo excruciating treatment for terminal cancer?



"Nancy brought a human face to bioethics that focused on empathy and on inclusivity and really bringing a voice to those who didn't have that," Tia Powell, who succeeded Ms. Dubler at Montefiore, said in an interview.




Mr. Dubler in 2005 listening at Montefiore to Dr. Kenneth Pinsker talk about a patient who had suffered a severe heart attack.




Ms. Dubler's first tactic in entering these discussions was to sit down with families.



"They've been in the hospital for who knows how long," she said during a 
presentation
 at Columbia University in 2018, "and no one's ever sat down to talk to them" -- especially doctors. "They run in and they run out, and they all look pretty much the same in their white coats."



Oftentimes, Ms. Dubler encountered family members who didn't want their loved ones to know that they, the patients, were terminally ill.



In an 
essay
 for the 
Hastings Center
, a bioethics research institute in Garrison, N.Y., Ms. Dubler recalled a case involving an older man who was gravely ill but breathing independently after being removed from a ventilator.



The man was clearly dying, but his sons didn't want to include him in discussions with the hospital staff about further life-extending measures.



"I met with the sons and explained that the team felt obligated to have some discussion with their patient about what sort of care he would want in the future," Ms. Dubler wrote. "The sons exploded, saying this was unacceptable."



Ms. Dubler -- dispassionate, but steely -- kept the conversation going.



"After much discussion about the patient and what a terrific person and dad he had been," she wrote, "I asked how it would be if I opened a discussion with him with three questions: 'Do you want to discuss your future care with me? Would you want me to talk to your sons about future care? And do you want to have this discussion without your sons being present?'"



The sons were concerned that such a conversation would tip their father off to the fact that he was dying. What he needed, they thought, was hope.



"I described studies that indicated that when family members try to shield the patient from bad news, the patient usually knows the worst, and the silence is often translated into feelings of abandonment," Ms. Dubler wrote.



That swayed the sons. She approached the man's bedside.



"The patient was clearly very weak and tired," Ms. Dubler wrote. "I asked the patient whether, since he had recently been extubated, he would agree to be intubated again if the doctors thought he needed to be. He said, 'I would think about it.' The sons said they, too, would think about it."



The process worked.



"Full-blown conflict regarding whether to 'tell Dad' receded," she wrote. "Mediation in this case worked with the sons to craft an approach to their father that they could tolerate, if not embrace."




"Nancy brought a human face to bioethics that focused on empathy and on inclusivity and really bringing a voice to those who didn't have that," her successor at Montefiore said. 




Nancy Ann Neveloff was born on Nov. 28, 1941, in Bayport, N.Y., on the South Shore of Long Island. Her parents, Aaron and Bess (Molinoff) Neveloff, owned a pharmacy below their home.



As a student at Barnard College, she studied religion with a focus on Sanskrit. While there, she ran for campus president as a one-issue candidate.



"She won by a landslide, and she really did dissolve the student government," her classmate, Nancy Piore, said in an interview. (It was eventually reinstated.)



Ms. Piore recalled once seeing Ms. Dubler reading a James Bond novel in her academic robes. "She was a character," she said, "and she was a real force."



After graduating in 1964, she studied law at Harvard, where she met Walter Dubler, a recent Ph.D. graduate in English, at a New Year's Eve party. They 
married
 in 1967, the year she graduated, and moved to New York City, where she worked as a lawyer for prisoners, delinquent children and alcoholics.



"If Nancy and I were going to do something after work, I would meet her at the men's shelter," Mr. Dubler said in an interview. "But after one meeting there, I told her I was too squeamish and I would meet her somewhere else. But she was very into that kind of thing."



She joined Montefiore in 1975 to work on legal and ethics issues and formed the Bioethics Consultation Service three years later.



Outside of her hospital work, Ms. Dubler advocated for equal access to medical care for prisoners. She also served on committees devising ethical procedures for stem cell research and the allocation of ventilators in case of shortages.



In addition to her husband, she is survived by a daughter, Ariela Dubler; a son, Josh Dubler; and five grandchildren.



Ms. Dubler's colleagues suggested that her greatest legacy was the creation of a 
certificate program
 at Montefiore to train doctors, nurses and hospital staff in bioethics.



One of the program's graduates, a doctor, was at Ms. Dubler's hospital bedside when, in her final months, she gathered her medical team and family around her to declare that she was going home and would not return.



"He was clearly sort of in awe of her," Ms. Dubler's son-in-law, Jesse Furman, a federal judge in the Southern District of New York, said of the doctor. "He saw how, even in her diminished state, she was able to be in control of her own treatment and death."



The doctor told her he was honored to be there for her.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/05/10/health/nancy-neveloff-dead.html
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Barry Romo, Decorated Vet Who Turned Against the VietnamWar, Dies at 76



After serving as an officer, he became a leading antiwar activist. In 1971, he tossed away his medals during a Washington protest demonstration.




Barry Romo in 2005. He was a leader of the organization Vietnam Veterans Against the War from the early 1970s until 2011.




By Richard Sandomir


May 15, 2024


Barry Romo, whose combat experiences in Vietnam led him to become a leading antiwar activist who threw his medals onto the Capitol steps during a demonstration by veterans, died on May 1 in Chicago. He was 76.



His death, in a hospital, was caused by a heart attack, said Roberto Clack, a friend and colleague.



Mr. Romo was a strong supporter of the war when he arrived in Vietnam as a first lieutenant in the U.S. Army in 1967 -- but within four years, he was a leader of the group Vietnam Veterans Against the War. He earned a Bronze Star for his heroism in a battle in Tam Ky Province in November 1967 when he exposed himself to enemy fire to reach a squad that had been separated from the platoon he was leading. In early 1968, he fought during the Tet offensive.



But he was crushed by an event that happened that May in Dong Ha, a village close to what was then North Vietnam: A North Vietnamese sniper killed his nephew Bobby Romo, who was a month younger and in the same brigade, while he was trying to save a friend.



The intensity of enemy fire kept Bobby's body sitting in the sun for 48 hours until it could be retrieved.



"A staff sergeant said, 'Why don't we seal the body permanently?'" Mr. 
Romo told Story Corps, the oral history project
, in 2015. "'That way your family, they'll remember him as he looked like when he graduated from high school.'"



Mr. Romo escorted his nephew's body home to Rialto, Calif.




Mr. Romo in Vietnam in 1967. He volunteered for the Army when he was 19, he once said, "because I was a dedicated anti-Communist."




"I had my ticket punched by my nephew's blood," he said. "And I felt that I failed him, I failed my family. And I still feel guilty to this day."



Mr. Romo remained in the Army stateside, serving as the commander of an infantry training company at Fort Ord, Calif., until January 1969.



Then, more than year later, on May 4, 1970, his antiwar sentiment was heightened when members of the Ohio National Guard killed four students at Kent State University who were protesting the United States invasion of Cambodia.



By then, he was enrolled at San Bernardino Valley College and had joined an antiwar group on campus.



He became aware of Vietnam Veterans Against the War in 1971 when he learned that it was holding a three-day event in a Detroit motel, where about 100 veterans would testify about the atrocities they had committed or witnessed in Vietnam. Known as 
the Winter Soldier Investigation
, it was the subject of a 1972 documentary, "Winter Soldier."



"For the first time in history," Mr. Romo, who attended and testified, 
wrote in The Veteran,
 the organization's newspaper, in 2005, "war veterans got together to expose their government while the war in which they had fought was still going on."



Soon after the investigation, he was named the organization's California coordinator. In the spring of 1972, he was elected one of its five national coordinators, then the group's highest position. He remained in that role until 2011.



Mr. Romo traveled to Hanoi in mid-December 1972 to deliver Christmas letters to 535 prisoners of war and bring back their letters. Two days after he arrived, he and his companions -- the singer Joan Baez; Telford Taylor, the chief U.S. prosecutor at the Nazi war crimes trials in Nuremberg; and Michael Allen, associate dean of the Yale Divinity School -- were caught up in intense U.S. bombing raids of North Vietnam.



For nearly two weeks, they alternated between seeking the safety of bunkers and witnessing the results of the so-called Christmas bombings.



"I was freaked out because here I am in the center of Hanoi, and I killed Vietnamese, and now not only that but the United States is trying to kill me," 
Mr. Romo told Richard Stacewicz for his book "Winter Soldiers
: An Oral History of the Vietnam Veterans Against the War" (1997). "So where do you go from there?"



Long after the war ended, Mr. Romo was involved in veteran-related causes. He worked to get compensation for victims of the defoliant Agent Orange and to increase veterans' benefits; supported homeless Iraqi war veterans; and advocated for the treatment of veterans with post-traumatic stress disorder.




Mr. Romo, second from left, at an antiwar march in the early 1970s.




When Jane Fonda, who helped fund the Winter Soldier investigation, won the 1972 Golden Globe Award for her performance in the movie "Klute," Mr. Romo appeared at the ceremony in his uniform and accepted the award on her behalf.



Barry Louis Romo was born on July 24, 1947, in San Bernardino, Calif. His father, Louis, who was Mexican American, was a meat cutter. His mother, Lillian (Burnham) Romo, who was British, managed the home.



He volunteered for the Army when he was 19 "because I was a dedicated anti-Communist," 
he said in the 2019 audio documentary "Soldiers for Peace."
 "I'd grown up in the '50s. I thought the world was being controlled by an international Communist conspiracy."



He left the war changed forever and quickly became a leader of Vietnam Veterans Against the War. During his decades as an activist, he also worked for many years at the United States Postal Service, where he was a union official.




Mr. Romo, right, walked with Michael Allen, associate dean of the Yale Divinity School, and Joan Baez through the rubble of Gia Lam International Airport in Hanoi after it had been bombed by American aircraft during their visit in December 1972.




"He was very knowledgeable about the war, was very smart about politics, charismatic, and had a great sense of humor," Ed Damato, a former national coordinator of the organization, said in a phone interview. "He always knew what to say, and he was able to win people over."



Mr. Romo is survived by his daughter, Jessi O'Reilly-Jones, from his marriage to Alynne Kilpatrick, which ended in divorce; his son, Kyle Copeland, from another relationship; and two grandchildren.



One of his early missions at the Vietnam Veterans organization was helping to organize Operation Dewey Canyon III, a weeklong demonstration in Washington in 1971 named for 
U.S. and South Vietnamese military operations into Laos
. Veterans set up encampments on the National Mall; some testified at a Senate hearing about their experiences in Vietnam; others were arrested during a protest on the steps of the Supreme Court.



On the final day, about 700 veterans hurled their medals over a fence erected in front of the Capitol. Most of them landed at the feet of the statue of Chief Justice John Marshall.



Mr. Romo joined in, tossing away his Bronze Star and combat infantry badge.



"As vets threw their medals away, we made statements," 
he told The Veteran
 in 2011. One said, "If we have to fight again it will be to take these steps."



A spokesman for the American Legion criticized the veterans for throwing away medals earned for meritorious service. But, Mr. Romo wrote, "it wasn't the 'merit' that made the medals of value -- instead, it was the memories of friends bound up with those medals."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/05/15/us/barry-romo-dead.html
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Daniel Kramer, Who Photographed Bob Dylan's Rise, Dies at 91



For 366 days, he captured intimate images of the singer-songwriter as he changed the look and sound of the 1960s.




Daniel Kramer photographing Bob Dylan in New York in 1965. Rolling Stone magazine once called Mr. Kramer "the photographer most closely associated with Bob Dylan."




By Alex Williams


May 14, 2024


Daniel Kramer, a photojournalist who captured Bob Dylan's era-tilting transformation from acoustic guitar-strumming folky to electric prince of rock in the mid-1960s, and who shot the covers for his landmark albums "Bringing It All Back Home" and "Highway 61 Revisited," died on April 29 in Melville, N.Y., on Long Island. He was 91.



His death, in a nursing home, was confirmed by his nephew Brian Bereck.



Rolling Stone magazine once described Mr. Kramer as "the photographer most closely associated with Bob Dylan." But that designation seemed highly improbable at the outset.



Although Mr. Dylan had already begun his rise to global fame -- he released his third album, "The Times They Are a-Changin'," in early 1964 -- Mr. Kramer knew little about him.



That changed in February 1964, when he watched the 22-year-old Mr. Dylan perform his rueful ballad 
"The Lonesome Death of Hattie Carroll"
 on "The Steve Allen Show." The song details a real event in which a Black woman died after being 
struck with a cane
 by a wealthy white man at a white-tie Baltimore party.



"I hadn't heard or seen him," Mr. Kramer said in a 
2012 interview
 with Time magazine. "I didn't know his name, but I was riveted by the power of the song's message of social outrage and to see Dylan reporting like a journalist through his music and lyrics."



As a young Brooklynite trying to carve out a career as a freelance photographer, Mr. Kramer decided he had to arrange a photo shoot with the budding legend. He spent six months dialing the office of Mr. Dylan's manager, Albert Grossman. "The office 
always said no
," Mr. Kramer said in a 2016 interview with the British newspaper The Guardian. Finally, six months later, Mr. Grossman himself took his call. "He just said, 'O.K., come up to Woodstock next Thursday.'"




Mr. Dylan and Mr. Kramer photographed each other in Woodstock, N.Y., in 1965.




A one-hour shoot on Aug. 27 turned into a five-hour shoot, which turned into a 366-day photographic odyssey in which Mr. Kramer captured rare behind-the-scenes images of Mr. Dylan at home, on tour and in recording sessions as he was lighting the fuse that helped spark the countercultural explosion of the 1960s.



Soon Mr. Kramer's Dylan images were popping up in publications around the world. Mr. Kramer published two collections, "Bob Dylan" (1967) and 
"Bob Dylan: A Year and a Day"
 (2018), which contained nearly 200 photos.



To Dylanologists, 1965 was the year of the big bang. In July, the future Nobel Prize winner 
shocked traditionalists
 at the Newport Folk Festival by ditching his acoustic guitar for a Fender Stratocaster, backed by a fully amplified band.



It was one of the most storied, and dissected, moments in rock history. "In most tellings, Dylan represents 
youth and the future
, and the people who booed were stuck in the dying past," Elijah Wald wrote in "Dylan Goes Electric!" (2015). "But there is another version, in which the audience represents youth and hope, and Dylan was shutting himself off behind a wall of electric noise, locking himself in a citadel of wealth and power."



As Mr. Kramer later put it: "Bob didn't really want to be Woody Guthrie. He wanted to be Elvis Presley."



The photographer had his own quibble about this historical moment: At a shoot at a Columbia Records studio in New York for the seismic 1965 album "Bringing It All Back Home," he had already witnessed Mr. Dylan plugging in and forging his own brand of rock 'n' roll.



"People always say that Dylan went electric at Newport in the summer of 1965," he told Rolling Stone. "Well, not to me he didn't. I saw him go electric that January, when it was still snowing."




In interviews, Mr. Kramer discussed the circular aurora effect overlaying the image on the cover of "Bringing It All Back Home," which lent it psychedelic overtones.




Mr. Kramer also shot the cover image for the album. One of the most recognizable in rock history, it depicts a dapper Mr. Dylan seated with a cat on his lap in the living room of Mr. Grossman's house near Woodstock, N.Y., surrounded by a jumble of magazines, record albums and a fallout shelter sign, with his manager's wife, 
Sally Grossman
, in a red dress, staring on from a sofa behind him. Mr. Kramer earned a 
Grammy nomination
 for the image.



Mr. Kramer later said that he took only 10 shots that day, and that the final image was chosen because it was "the only one in which the cat was 
looking at the lens
."



He also discussed the circular aurora effect overlaying the image, which lent it psychedelic overtones.



"People think I used Vaseline to create that circular image or that it's a blur," Mr. Kramer once said. "That's not what I did. It's two different pictures on one film. One is moved, and one is not. I wanted to simulate a record spinning or the universe of music."




In describing Mr. Dylan's facial expression on this album cover, Mr. Kramer said: "He's almost challenging me or you or whoever's looking at it, 'What are you gonna do about it, buster?'"




Later that year, Mr. Kramer shot the 
cover
 for "Highway 61 Revisited," a casual candid showing Mr. Dylan, in a Triumph motorcycles T-shirt, seated on the stoop of the Manhattan building where his manager lived and flashing a vaguely menacing glare. "He's almost 
challenging me
 or you or whoever's looking at it," Mr. Kramer recalled: "'What are you gonna do about it, buster?'"



Mr. Kramer was born on May 19, 1932, in Brooklyn, the eldest of three children of Irving Kramer, a dockworker and amateur filmmaker, and Ethel (Berland) Kramer, a hospital administrator.



"At an early age I 
migrated to the camera
," he said in a 1995 interview with The New York Times. "By age 14, I had a one-boy show at the junior high school.



He worked as an assistant to the photographer Philippe Halsman, and to the team of Allan and 
Diane Arbus
, in addition to studying at Brooklyn College and serving in the U.S. Army.




Mr. Kramer in 2023. He moved on from photographing Mr. Dylan to shooting portraits of other luminaries because, he said, "I didn't want people to think that's all I did."




During his year with Mr. Dylan, Mr. Kramer was granted unrivaled access. In 
an interview
 published by Govinda Gallery in Washington, which mounted an exhibition of his Dylan photos in 1999, Mr. Kramer recalled a show at Lincoln Center in New York in October 1964, where the venue's management informed Mr. Kramer that he would be restricted to a glass-enclosed balcony during the performance.



"So Bob said to his manager, 'You tell them here that if he can't do whatever he wants to do, I'm not going on,'" Mr. Kramer recalled.




Away from the stage, Mr. Kramer managed to capture Mr. Dylan in rare moments of downtime, like playing pool in Kingston, N.Y., in 1964.




Away from the stage, he managed to capture Mr. Dylan in rare moments of downtime -- aiming a cue in an upstate New York pool hall, playing chess in a Woodstock cafe. One of his most famous shots from the period was a black-and-white portrait of Mr. Dylan in sunglasses, standing in front of the empty bleachers of Forest Hills Stadium in Queens before a concert on Aug. 28, 1965.




One of Mr. Kramer's most famous shots of Mr. Dylan was this one of him standing in front of the empty bleachers of Forest Hills Stadium in Queens before a concert in August 1965.




That shoot marked the end of Mr. Kramer's run as Mr. Dylan's de facto house photographer. "I didn't want people to think that's all I did," he said.



Shooting portraits of luminaries for a variety of publications over the years, he maintained his ability to connect with them on an intimate level. "I've had a writing lesson from Norman Mailer, a boxing lesson from Joe Frazier and Muhammad Ali, and a harmonica lesson from Bob Dylan," he told The Times.



Mr. Kramer married Arline Cunningham in 1968. She died in 2016. No immediate family members survive.



While he was well aware that he was privileged to serve as a witness to pop music history, Mr. Kramer later said that the magnitude of what was unfolding before his lens was not always so apparent at the time.



"You don't know someone's changing the world," he said, "until the world's been changed."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/05/14/arts/music/daniel-kramer-dead.html
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Susan Backlinie, Swimmer Who Was First Victim in 'Jaws,' Dies at 77



Ms. Backlinie, a stunt woman, appeared in the terrifying opening scene of the 1975 blockbuster in which a great white shark attacks.




The actress Susan Backlinie, who played Chrissie Watkins, the first victim in "Jaws," signs autographs in Edgartown, Mass., in 2005.




By Johnny Diaz


May 12, 2024


The actress and stunt woman Susan Backlinie, whose portrayal of a violent death as the first shark attack victim in the opening scene of the blockbuster movie "Jaws" terrified moviegoers, died on Saturday. She was 77.



Ms. Backlinie died at her home in California, her agent, Sean Clark, said on Sunday. He said she had a heart attack.



"Jaws," the 1975 movie directed by Steven Spielberg, memorably features Ms. Backlinie 
in a scene
 in which she played a skinny-dipper, Chrissie Watkins, who runs along the beach and dives into the water for a nighttime swim.



The placid scene is shattered as she is suddenly pulled under the water. She screams while being violently thrashed by an unseen great white shark and tries desperately to cling to a clanging buoy only to be pulled below the water one final time.



For the scene, Ms. Backlinie was secured to a harness, according to 
The Daily Jaws
 website. 
The Palm Beach Post
 reported that Ms. Backlinie was wearing a pair of jeans with metal plates stitched into the sides with cables attached.




Susan Backlinie getting prepared for her memorable opening scene from "Jaws."




"To create the effect of being pulled through the water, Susan was tethered to a line anchored to the ocean floor beneath her and deliberately left unaware of when she would be submerged initially, aiming to elicit a more authentic surprise from her," The Daily Jaws reported.



In an interview with The Post in 2017, Ms. Backlinie recalled Mr. Spielberg telling her, "When your scene is done, I want everyone under the seats with the popcorn and bubble gum."



She said, "I think we did that."



In 
"Jaws: The Inside Story" documentary
, Mr. Spielberg described the sequence as "one of the most dangerous" stunts.



"She was actually being tugged left and right by 10 men on one rope and 10 men on the other back to the shore, and that's what caused her to move like that," he said.



The actor Richard Dreyfuss, who starred in the movie as the oceanographer Matt Hooper, explained in the documentary how Ms. Backlinie and Mr. Spielberg added to the terror of the scene by later recording her screams.



Mr. Spielberg "had her tilt her head back and he poured water down her throat while she screamed, which is now known as waterboarding," Mr. Dreyfuss said.



Ms. Backlinie worked with Mr. Spielberg again in the 1979 parody war film "
1941"
 in which she spoofed her "Jaws" character by taking a late-night swim. As the suspenseful score from "Jaws" played, she encountered the rising periscope of a Japanese submarine instead of a shark.



At age 10, Ms. Backlinie lived in West Palm Beach, Fla., where she swam for miles off the coast and in local pools, The Post reported. In high school, she was a cheerleader and a state freestyle swimming champ.



She performed as a mermaid at Weeki Wachee Springs State Park, a tourist attraction on Florida's west coast, and eventually moved to California.



Ms. Backlinie, who was born on Sept. 1, 1946, is survived by her husband, Harvey Swindall, according to Mr. Clark.



After "Jaws," she continued to work in films, appearing in the horror movie "Day of the Animals" (1977), and as a water ballet performer in Jim Henson's "The Great Muppet Caper" (1981). She also appeared in an episode of the stunt television series "The Fall Guy" in 1982.



But it was the opening scene of "Jaws" for which she would be best remembered.



In The Post interview, she recalled how fans who attended movie conventions talked to her about their fear of swimming because of that scene.



"One of the main comments I get from everybody is, 'You know you kept me out of the water,'" she said.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/05/12/arts/television/susan-backlinie-dead-jaws.html
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Times Insider



A Bittersweet Toast to Retirement



A New York Times Magazine article captured the final working days of seven Americans who expressed joy, fear and anxiety about the next chapter of their lives.




Arthur Jay, who took over his family's fabric store when he was 27, recently closed shop.




By Josh Ocampo


May 16, 2024


Times Insider
 explains who we are and what we do and delivers behind-the-scenes insights into how our journalism comes together.



A surgeon in Rochester, Minn. A TV-news traffic anchor in Chicago. A church organist in Ellwood City, Pa.



For a recent issue of The New York Times Magazine themed around retirement, the writer Charley Locke and the photographer Victor Llorente wanted to answer one question: 
How do Americans mark the end of their careers?



In February, Kathy Ryan, the magazine's director of photography, and Shannon Simon, a photo editor, pitched an idea for a photo essay documenting the final working days of Americans. They joined forces with Ms. Locke, Mr. Llorente and Mark Jannot, an editor at the magazine, to see it through.



Beginning in March, Ms. Locke and Mr. Llorente set out to capture a momentous transition in the lives of seven individuals who shared stories of joy, regret and bittersweet enthusiasm about leaving the work force.



"Their jobs are a huge part of who they are," Ms. Locke said in a recent conversation. "This is a transition with a lot of complicated emotions -- fear, excitement and feeling like their identity is changing."



She interviewed the almost-retirees over several weeks. Mr. Llorente spent about a month traveling across the country to photograph the subjects on their final days on the job. In mid-April, he observed a professional D.J. spinning his last songs. Just two weeks later, he shadowed a Postal Service worker on her final delivery route.



In an interview, Mr. Llorente and Ms. Locke discussed the extraordinary challenges of finding sources and why the article meant so much to the new retirees. These are edited excerpts.



How did this project come together?



CHARLEY LOCKE 
I mostly write about kids and 
elders in America.
 When Mark reached out to me about this idea for the Retirement Issue, I was really excited about the possibility of doing something around what retirement looks like for most Americans. We first talked about the story being about retirement rituals -- I was looking for today's version of how employers used to give longtime employees a gold watch to mark their last days. But the reporting and the sourcing were really surprising.



Fewer people work
 at the same company for decades, and 
fewer jobs are covered by union protections
, which often have those traditions. Most Americans don't have a set ritual around the end of work, so their loved ones figure out a way to honor them. This story ended up being about individual experiences of retirement.



How did you find sources?



LOCKE 
This is the most challenging story I've ever reported. I talked to hundreds of people for this article -- union leaders, fire and police chiefs, public relations representatives and media spokespeople. I did a lot of cold calling. I would call people and say: "I'm working on a story about retirement. Do you happen to know anyone who's retiring?" I found Sheila Giuntoli, the Postal Service worker, because I was searching on Facebook for events in different cities that had the word "retirement" in the name of the event. Sheila's daughter was throwing her a surprise retirement party, so I messaged her.




At a dinner in her honor, Dr. Juliane Bingener-Casey, 61, celebrated her career as surgeon and professor of surgery at the Mayo Clinic.




Victor, what did you want to capture with the photography?



VICTOR LLORENTE
 There were two kinds of shots that I had in mind: a celebration moment and people doing their jobs. The celebration moment was a little harder because some of the subjects didn't have anything big or eventful planned, like Arthur Jay, a fabric-store owner. But you never knew what was going to happen because it was their last day. For me, it was just about showing up.



You shadowed a TV-news traffic anchor in Chicago, a D.J. in
 
Cincinnati and a firefighter in Dolton, Ill., on his final 24-hour shift. What was it like spending a day at a fire station?



LLORENTE
 I've been doing a lot of portraiture recently, so my photo shoots are usually pretty short. But this was going to be 24 hours. I got there early, at 7 a.m., because the firefighter started his shift then. There was a lot of downtime, and Dolton is a small town. The firefighters weren't getting a lot of calls. They responded to three or four calls in 24 hours. I went to sleep around 11:30 p.m. They told me, "You got to sleep with your clothes on in case the alarm goes off."



Were there any stories you wanted to include, but couldn't?



LOCKE
 There was the director of the Alaska Zoo in Anchorage who just retired. We weren't able to include him because of timing issues. He told me that on his last day, he planned to walk around the zoo, saying goodbye to his favorite animals, including Oreo, a female brown bear who he had raised since she was a cub.



You both captured personal moments in these retirees' lives. Were people generally eager to open up and share their stories?



LOCKE 
People were really excited to talk about their long careers and proud of what they had accomplished. A number of subjects told me that they had been disappointed retirement hadn't felt like a big deal. But being part of this -- talking to me about it and spending time with Victor -- marked a transition into a different time in their lives.



I had some really poignant, moving conversations with people, including some about their regrets around work. Arthur Jay, the fabric-store owner, talked a lot about how he hadn't thought this was how he would spend his life, and how he had missed time with his sons who were growing up at home. A number of other subjects shared those feelings, and felt really unsure about what comes next.



LLORENTE
 Mr. Jay was one of my favorites. He took me to lunch on his last day. We got his favorite roast beef sandwich. But to Charley's point about marking the moment, I definitely felt that. Roz Varon, the TV-news traffic anchor, kept introducing me to people as "her photographer." You could tell she was really happy I was there. And I was really proud to be there, because she's going to look back at those photos.
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Corrections: May 16, 2024



Corrections that appeared in print on Thursday, May 16, 2024.


May 16, 2024


INTERNATIONAL



An 
article
 on Monday about the mystery setting in the background of the Mona Lisa misstated the surface that Leonardo da Vinci used for the painting. It was painted on a poplar wood panel, not on canvas.



NATIONAL



Because of an editing error, an 
article
 on Wednesday about the layout of the courtroom at the trial of Donald J. Trump misstated the number of rows on either side of the courtroom that are reserved for members of the public and reporters. There are seven, not five.



BUSINESS



An 
article
 on Wednesday about the resignation of OpenAI's co-founder misstated the title that Greg Brockman held when he resigned from OpenAI. He was the company's president, not its chief operating officer.



OBITUARIES



An 
obituary
 on Sunday about the advertising executive Mary Wells Lawrence referred incorrectly to a campaign for Braniff International Airways based on the slogan "When you got it -- flaunt it!" It was created by George Lois of Lois, Holland, Callaway -- not by Ms. Wells Lawrence's agency, Wells Rich Greene.



Errors are corrected during the press run whenever possible, so some errors noted here may not have appeared in all editions.



To contact the newsroom regarding correction requests, please email 
nytnews@nytimes.com
. To share feedback, please visit 
nytimes.com/readerfeedback
.



Comments on opinion articles may be emailed to 
letters@nytimes.com
.



For newspaper delivery questions: 1-800-NYTIMES (1-800-698-4637) or email 
customercare@nytimes.com
.
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Scandal Brought Reforms to Soccer. Its Leaders Are Rolling Them Back.



FIFA tried to put a corruption crisis behind by changing its rules and claiming its governance overhaul had the endorsement of the Justice Department. U.S. officials say that was never the case.




Gianni Infantino, the FIFA president, center, in Washington in April. He has overseen the weakening of changes he championed as a candidate for the position.




By Tariq Panja


May 15, 2024


The 12-page report was intended to save soccer's governing body, FIFA, in its moment of existential crisis.



Filled with reform proposals and drawn up by more than a dozen soccer insiders in December 2015, the report was FIFA's best chance to show business partners, U.S. investigators and billions of fans that it could be trusted again after 
one of the biggest corruption scandals
 in sports history.



In 
bullet points and numbered sections
, the report championed high-minded ideas like accountability and humility. It also proposed concrete and, for FIFA, revolutionary changes: transparency in how major decisions were reached; term limits for top leaders and new limits on presidential power; and the abolition of well-funded committees widely viewed as a system of institutional graft.



And there on the report's final page, deep down a list of its authors, was the name of the man positioning himself as FIFA's savior: Gianni Infantino.



Mr. Infantino, an administrator at European soccer's governing body, had been enlisted to help sketch out the overhauls. By the time they were announced, he was a candidate for FIFA president. Presenting himself as a clean break from the past, he swept into office a few months later and quickly began enacting many of the changes. The sport's six regional confederations promised to clean up their acts, too.




A deal negotiated in secret by the South American soccer confederation will allow it to host several matches in the 2030 World Cup.




Less than a decade later, soccer's appetite for reform appears to have waned. An outside audit of African soccer's governing body, commissioned after 
FIFA took control
 of the organization, suggested tens of millions of dollars in 
misappropriated funds
. The governing bodies for Europe and for North and Central America have 
backed away from reforms
 or ignored promised ones altogether, according to a comparison of public pledges and concrete actions. The Asian soccer confederation will vote this week on scrapping term limits for its senior leadership.



And on Friday in Bangkok, Mr. Infantino and FIFA will ask its members to approve 
a slate of changes to its statutes
 that would roll back yet more of the changes he once embraced, and restore structures that he had sought to sweep away. 



Critics argue that would move soccer away from sound principles of good governance it adopted amid scandal. "FIFA," the organization said in response, "does not agree with this sentiment at all."



Mixed Signals



FIFA the institution, as well as Mr. Infantino personally, frequently invokes a powerful endorsement of its overhauls whenever questions about corporate probity are raised. While Mr. Infantino rarely grants interviews, FIFA said in response to questions about the undoing of reforms that the changes made since the scandals of 2015 have transformed it "from a toxic institution to a respected, trusted and modern governing body."



That pivot to model governance, it said, has been "acknowledged by several external organizations, including the United States Department of Justice."



But American officials said last week that they had never reviewed FIFA's rules or governance standards, and the prosecutor's office that brought many of the corruption cases declined to stand behind the federation's changes.



"Our office has not endorsed the effectiveness of any of FIFA's current reform efforts," said John Marzulli, a spokesman for the United States Attorney's Office for the Eastern District of New York.



FIFA, along with two of its regional confederations, has been 
granted victim status
 by the Justice Department, reflecting a conclusion that it had been harmed by its own leaders. That designation could allow it to claw back tens of millions of dollars seized from defendants in the case.



But in a signal of the Justice Department's reticence to endorse FIFA's claims of being a changed institution, U.S. officials declined to pay 
$201 million in restitution funds
 it has awarded to FIFA or its related federations directly. Instead, they took the unusual step of requiring the creation of a U.S.-based bank account for a special fund that received the proceeds.



At the same time, FIFA has moved to alter statutes revised after the scandal. In the 2015 study, for example, Mr. Infantino and fellow report authors called for a dismantling of a bloated committee system that had for years been one of FIFA's worst excesses: a program of patronage assignments in which soccer officials from around the world could enjoy luxury air travel, five-star accommodations and hefty annual salaries, all at FIFA's expense, in return for 
their loyalty, and their votes
.



FIFA had 26 such standing committees at the time. The 2015 report recommended a reduction to nine "to improve efficiency." Currently, there are only seven.



But as part of 
the proposed rules changes
 being considered this week in Bangkok, Mr. Infantino will ask members to approve a fivefold increase, to 35 panels, and also for the power to create new ones -- and appoint members -- when he sees fit.




Mr. Infantino with regional soccer leaders at a FIFA meeting in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia, in December. Council members earn at least $250,000 annually for a job that can include as few as three meetings a year.




FIFA said it needed the extra committees because it had significantly expanded its functions and suggested that the roles would create more positions for women. Some meetings, it said, would be held by teleconference. It did not say how appointees to the committees would be chosen, but there is already interest in the roles.



One sports official, who works for another major sporting body but who has served on FIFA committees in the past, smiled when told about their being restored. He asked not to be named because he still has a relationship with the organization. But he said he hoped to be offered a position since the perks traditionally have included access to prized World Cup tickets.



Changing Tides



Region by region, promises of change have already been watered down. The Asian soccer confederation's vote this week to abolish term limits will allow its president and board members to stay on indefinitely. (The A.F.C. said four of its member associations had requested the change.) An effort by the European soccer's president to 
stay beyond his 12-year term limit
 was approved but rendered meaningless when he said he would not run. (He said he had not planned to extend his term but wanted to test members' loyalty.) And the North American soccer body, Concacaf, which was nearly brought down by the 2015 corruption scandal, has failed to follow through on promised changes like hiring independent board members. (It did not reply to a request for comment on Tuesday.)



At the same time, the cultures of 
well-paid sinecures
 and 
all-powerful presidents
 have in some ways been enhanced. Members of FIFA's top board, known as the Council, earn $250,000 to $350,000 annually for a job that can require attendance at as few as three meetings a year. Mr. Infantino has seen his salary more than double since he took office, to nearly $5 million, and he recently oversaw a term-limits modification -- specific to him -- that could allow him to stay in his position for 15 years instead of the 12 allotted in FIFA's statutes.



Miguel Maduro, the first FIFA governance head appointed by Mr. Infantino after his election, blamed the culture of the organization for the slide back to old ways. "It's not enough to take down a few bad apples," he said, "if the trees that produced them remain in place."



Mr. Maduro, who left the governance post in 2017, called the weakening of guard rails "a formalization of the reversal away from the reforms." He labeled the latest changes "confirmation" of a process informally underway for years.



As Mr. Infantino has cemented his position, he has simultaneously rolled back changes intended to reduce the influence of his office. Under the proposed reforms, the president was to become an "ambassador" for the sport, and greater authority was to be transferred to FIFA's top administrator, the secretary general -- a post that was remade to more resemble that of a chief executive.




Fatma Samoura, right, with the Spain forward Alexia Putellas after the 2023 Women's World Cup final. Ms. Samoura stepped down as FIFA secretary general, the federation's No. 2 job, at the end of last year.




Yet for most of Mr. Infantino's tenure, his handpicked choice for secretary general, Fatma Samoura, was rarely involved in major matters. Instead, the most important decisions were increasingly consolidated into 
fewer and
 
fewer hands
, and controlled by a group known as the bureau.



In meetings held behind closed doors, the bureau's members -- soccer's six regional presidents and Mr. Infantino -- have bartered among themselves for top events. In October, they 
presented the FIFA Council
 with a plan that reduced the bidders for the men's World Cup in 2030 to just one choice, 
a three-continent offer
 that will take place in Argentina, Paraguay and Uruguay, as well as in Morocco, Portugal and Spain.



That choice, in limiting the field of bidders for the next World Cup to only those from Asia and Oceania, 
effectively awarded
 the 2034 World Cup to Saudi Arabia before bidding had begun. Within 24 hours, it had lined up the backing of both Asia's soccer confederation and Mr. Infantino.



FIFA's membership still must vote to confirm the hosts for the 2030 and 2034 events. But with just one candidate bidding for each tournament, and 
Mr. Infantino's preferred outcome
 clear, those votes appear to be a fait accompli.



And with Ms. Samoura having recently departed FIFA, the diminishing of her old job is likely to be formalized in Bangkok, too. According to the new draft statutes, any reference to the secretary general's serving as FIFA's chief executive will be deleted. Instead, the post, which previously reported to the council, will now also report directly to the president.
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The Techno Pioneer Jeff Mills Blazes a Trail to Space, and Beyond



At 60, the D.J. and producer is inspiring fresh generations with new work, including an LP that approximates the experience of traveling through a black hole.




Jeff Mills at the Brooklyn Academy of Music, where his ensemble Tomorrow Comes the Harvest performed this month.




By Mike Rubin


May 15, 2024


During a recent performance by Tomorrow Comes the Harvest that had some attendees dancing in the aisles at BAM's Howard Gilman Opera House, a thrilling rhythmic conversation began between the percussionist Sundiata O.M., who was playing African talking drums, and the Detroit techno pioneer 
Jeff Mills
, who tapped out beats on a Roland TR-909 drum machine. Over a 90-minute set, the musicians boldly blended techno, jazz and modern classical, embodying the Art Ensemble of Chicago's famous credo "Great Black Music, Ancient to the Future."



Tomorrow Comes the Harvest began in 2018 as a collaboration between Mills and the Afrobeat originator 
Tony Allen
, Fela's longtime drummer. Despite their stylistic differences, they created a sonic language -- based around total improvisation, not typically a techno hallmark -- that Mills found so fruitful, he wanted to continue it even after Allen's 2020 death. "My hope," Mills said, during an interview backstage, "is that Tomorrow Comes the Harvest becomes an approach to play music -- not always the same sound, but the idea of figuring it out while playing."



Mills has blazed a singular trail over the past four decades: from his 1980s roots as the Detroit nightclub and FM radio D.J. the Wizard to his early 1990s period with the politically conscious Motor City techno collective Underground Resistance to his solo work helping define the sleek, stripped-down minimal techno genre. While always known as a dazzling D.J., Mills has continually expanded his horizons beyond the booth, including on high-concept album projects that began with "Discovers the Rings of Saturn" from the group X-102 in 1992, up through his new LP, 
"The Trip -- Enter the Black Hole,"
 released last week on vinyl via his own Axis label.



Mills lifted Tomorrow Comes the Harvest's name from a phrase coined by the science fiction author Octavia Butler, who was describing the potential power of seeds, properly sown, to influence the future. The metaphor seems apt for Mills's entire career, which has inspired generations of electronic musicians, like Mali Mase, a 25-year-old D.J. and producer who releases music as Sweater on Polo.



"To me, Jeff Mills is someone who exhibits mastery, not only in techno, but all forms of expressions he explores," said Mase, who spun a set dedicated to Mills during the 2023 edition of 
Dweller
, a Black-centered annual techno festival in New York. "It would be so simple for him to sit back and bask in the spectacle of his own greatness. Instead, he challenges the forms established, reinvents, and still beats it sicker than anyone on a drum machine."




Mills said he hopes that Tomorrow Comes the Harvest "becomes an approach to play music -- not always the same sound, but the idea of figuring it out while playing."




At 60, Mills carries himself with a low-key cool befitting his role as one of techno's elder statesmen. In conversation he's thoughtful but soft-spoken, gently proposing visionary ideas between sips of tea. His stylish outfit -- an olive velvet Jil Sander turtleneck with wide-legged pants by the design house Pet-tree-kor, accented by his recently dyed blond hair -- seemed appropriate attire for the 
"Man From Tomorrow,"
 the title of a 2014 French documentary about him. In a text message, the veteran Detroit house music producer and D.J. Theo Parrish called Mills "the example of how to carry yourself out of nightlife and into proper artistry."



"The Trip" is the soundtrack to a live multimedia production billed as "the world's first cosmic opera," which Mills and the avant-garde vocalist Jun Togawa 
presented last month in Tokyo
. The project -- Mills's attempt to grapple with what might happen to humans journeying via spacecraft toward and through a black hole -- expresses the potential distortions of time and reality through glistening ambience, propulsive percussion, swirling synth storms and interstellar sound effects.



Space travel is a running theme in Mills's work, a fascination that dates back to his childhood watching syndicated reruns of the 1960s TV show "Lost in Space." The Tokyo live presentation required nearly a year in preproduction, Mills said, employing dancers, choreographers and costume designers. He even went to Las Vegas to study casino floor shows, he said, so that he could better reimagine electronic music and how the audience might engage with it.



"I was always into the more innovative part of music, the conceptual, because that's closer to comics," Mills said. "I always had this idea that music should be like that: You should walk away with something after you hear it."



On the opening night of Dweller last year, Mills premiered the newest version of his soundtrack to Fritz Lang's 1927 silent sci-fi classic "Metropolis" (he'd composed an earlier iteration in 2000), and found a receptive audience among the festival's young attendees. "He's a teacher, and I appreciate that his music provides space for thought, as well as providing a blueprint of how to inscribe music with liberatory potential," said Ryan C. Clarke, the festival's director of educational programming. "When he was doing his mixing thing as the Wizard on WJLB, he might as well have been Charlie Parker at Minton's Playhouse. We're still coming to grips with the amount of complexity that he brought to the music."




"It's not fashion that I'm interested in," Mills said. "It's people and how we're evolving."




Indeed, Mills is techno's Renaissance man. Besides "Metropolis," he has created soundtracks and "cinemixes" for a number of silent films. He's recorded classical versions of his techno tracks with France's Montpellier Philharmonic Orchestra, electronic jazz as the Paradox, and Latin jazz as the Zanza 22. Where Mills once hid his identity behind a balaclava back in his Underground Resistance days, last year he became the face of the German fashion brand Jil Sander's ad campaign, and provided the soundtrack for the unveiling of the Dior Men's fall collection in front of the Pyramids of Giza.



"It's not fashion that I'm interested in," Mills said. "It's people and how we're evolving. What we wear is an extension of who we are and who we'd like to be. Clothing or a second skin shows our ambitions. It shows where we want to go."



Mills began D.J.ing in high school, fooling around with his older brother's disco records, and by his late teens his skills were already worthy of his chosen nickname 
the Wizard
. By the time he was 20, he'd made a reputation for himself spinning at Detroit clubs like Cheeks, and soon joined the Detroit radio station WDRQ. While there (and later at WJLB), he became a sensation for his dizzying, high-velocity mixes blending hip-hop, electro and industrial music on three turntables; Mills explained that WDRQ execs were so terrified that his pyrotechnic scratching would break a needle live on air, they put an emergency third turntable nearby, and he eventually just began to use all three.




At 60, Mills carries himself with a low-key cool befitting his role as one of techno's elder statesmen.




In 1989 he joined up with the former Parliament-Funkadelic session musician Mike Banks and the rapper and producer Robert Hood in 
Underground Resistance
, techno's answer to Public Enemy, which espoused a philosophy of defiant D.I.Y. self-reliance. With the motto "Hard Music From a Hard City," the trio brought a new aggression to Detroit techno that proved a massive influence on the evolution of the German techno scene. In a text message, Banks described their global role as "sound ambassadors."



Mills left Detroit for New York to become resident D.J. at the Limelight, and then spent the next three decades bouncing between Chicago and Berlin. A few years ago he moved his studio to Miami, though he spends most of his time in Paris. Recently, however, he and his wife also acquired an apartment in downtown Detroit, and he says he has a long list of projects he plans to initiate there. "It should be a city that spurs and develops ideas and creates them from the ground up," he said.



Tomorrow Comes the Harvest was presented at BAM as part of the 
Long Play
 festival, curated by the experimental music organization Bang on a Can. David Lang, one of the group's founders, said there was a connection between Mills's ensemble and the lush pulsing of works like Steve Reich's "Music for 18 Musicians." "Jeff Mills has always noted his commitment to minimalism," Lang said, "to reducing musical ornament, to his concentration on structure, and you hear all that here, loud and clear."



The group's BAM performance was Mills's largest non-D.J. booking in the United States, but he's hopeful there are even larger spectaculars on his horizon. "We can really work to create more of an experience, rather than just the performance of music," he said. "We can really create magic. We need to make the audience disappear and reappear somewhere else. That's what we should be working on."
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Are Plants Intelligent? If So, What Does That Mean for Your Salad?



A new book, "The Light Eaters," looks at how plants sense the world and the agency they have in their own lives.




Zoe Schlanger spent years exploring plant behavior and the question of plant intelligence for her book, "The Light Eaters."




By Elizabeth A. Harris


May 13, 2024


Zoe Schlanger was a reporter covering climate change -- a daily onslaught of floods, fires and other natural disasters -- when she started wading into botany journals to relax.



There, she found something that surprised her: Researchers were debating whether plants might have an intelligence of their own.



Take corn, for example. It is one of several types of plants that can identify a caterpillar's species by its saliva and send out plumes of chemical compounds into the air, summoning the insect's predator. Alerted to the caterpillar's presence by these compounds, a parasitic wasp arrives and destroys it, protecting the corn.



"One of the big debates is whether or not there's any form of intention with plants and whether you need intention for something to have intelligence," Schlanger said. "But one could argue that it doesn't even matter if you can find intention in plants. What matters is watching what they actually do. And what they do is make decisions in real time and plan for the future."



Schlanger spent the next several years exploring plant behavior for her book, "The Light Eaters," which was published this month. On a recent walk through Central Park -- past hydrangeas, hellebores, hyacinths and a Broadway softball league game between team "Hamilton" and team "The Lion King" -- Schlanger described some of the astonishing things plants can do, and how learning more about them has informed her work reporting on climate change, which she now does for The Atlantic.



This interview has been edited and condensed for length and clarity.








What are some surprising things plants can do?



I am most drawn to the ways that plants manipulate animals to their benefit.



Yellow monkey flowers are able to lie to bees about how much pollen they have in their flowers to dupe them into showing up. Bees have this screening process where they're sampling the volatile chemicals coming off the flowers, and those chemicals will indicate how much pollen is there for them. The monkey flowers have come up with a way to not have to go through the very expensive, energetic work of making all this pollen, but just emitting the volatile chemicals. The bee shows up and there is nothing there for it, but the flower gets pollinated anyway.



Or there's the whole world of sexually deceptive orchids, which I think is so cool. There are some that grow one really unusual petal: this long strand, with a little bulb at the end of it. Male wasps will arrive and cling to it because it's exuding almost the exact same pheromone as a female wasp.



I like it when they summon a predator. That's just crazy.



Back in the '90s, researchers realized that corn and tomatoes were able to sample the saliva of the caterpillar eating them, and then synthesize chemicals that summon the exact parasitic wasp that would come and inject the caterpillars with their larva. So the wasp comes, puts loads of larvae inside of the caterpillars. The larvae hatch and eat the caterpillars from the inside out and then glue their cocoons to the outside of the caterpillar. So then you just have these husks of caterpillars, covered in wasp cocoons.



Ack!



Yeah, it's a very creepy, bristly image. But the plant is trying to save itself. It's eliminating a certain number of these caterpillars by summoning the exact predator to come destroy them. You can think of that as a plant using a tool. I mean, I don't know about your feed, but mine is full of videos of things like crows using sticks as tools.



The algorithm has found you!



Absolutely. And
 
obviously these crows are brilliant for doing that, but then what does it mean when plants are doing essentially the same thing, but to living organisms? They're releasing chemicals that cause an animal to do something. Does that animal believe it's doing this of its own free will? Is this a
 
zombification of other animals, or is it more of a collaborative mutual exchange where the wasp gets something out of it? It's hard to tell the difference between manipulation and collaboration in nature.




"I did not realize that my houseplants could feel me touching them," Schlanger said. "I say 'feel' -- what I mean is, they sense the signal of my touch as an assault."




When scientists talk about "intelligence" in plants, what do they mean?



There are all of these calculations plants are constantly making by taking in every aspect of their environment and adjusting their lives accordingly, and it starts to look an awful lot like what we might consider intelligence -- in a totally alien life form. That's kind of how you have to treat it. Intelligence won't show up in the way we expect ourselves to be intelligent. It'll show up in ways that are evolutionarily appropriate for plants.



So no one is saying the plant is going to write a poem or do your math homework?



Not yet! Although researchers who study plant communication talk about syntax in 
plant communication
 and, in a way, sentence structure. But they're talking about chemistry, chemical compounds floating in the air that have meaning.



What about the way plants sense the world? Do they interact with sound?



There's some research happening now where scientists are playing tones for plants and realizing certain tones make plants produce more of certain compounds. There's a tone that, if played for enough time, will make broccoli ramp up its antioxidants. In alfalfa sprouts, other tones will cause the plant to produce more vitamin C. One could see how -- if they figured this out better -- you could adjust the nutrition content of crops just by playing tones.



There's also a whole world of playing tones to plants that causes them to produce more of their own pesticide, which is interesting when you think about 
how much pesticide we use
 to grow our food crops.




"What we're really thinking about is how much plants are active participants in their own life," she said. "They have some sense of agency, even if it doesn't look anything like our own agency."




Have you changed your own behavior after spending so much time thinking about this? Do you have trouble eating salad now?



Obviously we're animals that need to eat plants. There's no way around that. But there is a way of imagining a future with agricultural practices and harvesting practices that are more tuned into the life style of the plant, the things it's capable of and its proclivities.



This opens up the world of plant ethics. What does our world look like if we include plants in a moral imagination? There are lots of cultures that are already based on this. 
Robin Wall Kimmerer
 (author of "
Braiding Sweetgrass
") writes a lot about this, how Indigenous science leaves a lot more room for questions about plants that are centered on respect and mutual interest.



What do you want people to take away from this book?



In thinking about plant intelligence, what we're really thinking about is how much plants are active participants in their own life. They have some sense of agency, even if it doesn't look anything like our own agency. I think that is really humbling. Everything wants to keep living. That has really helped me come back to climate reporting with more of a sense of what we stand to lose from climate change. Every single species is this ingenious biological feat that would be so foolish to extinguish.
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Critic's Notebook



The Power of the 'Planet of the Apes'



Why is this long-running film series so gripping and effective? Because it doesn't monkey around.




From left, Noa, played by Owen Teague, Freya Allan as Nova, and Raka, played by Peter Macon, in "Kingdom of the Planet of the Apes."




By Alissa Wilkinson


May 15, 2024


When the very first "Planet of the Apes" movie opened in 1968, the movie critic at The Times, Renata Adler, 
found it unremarkable
. "It is no good at all, but fun, at moments, to watch," she wrote, deeming it an "anti-war film and a science-fiction liberal tract," with the apes representing "militarism, fascism and police brutality." It's probably safe to say she wasn't expecting it to become one of the longest-running science-fiction franchises in Hollywood history.



I cannot quite blame her -- and not just because endless sequels weren't as ubiquitous as they are today. Watching the 1968 film, you see how close it could have veered toward a quick extinction. At times the whole thing has the quality of a skit. Actors wear monkey suits and masks ("wonderful anthropoid masks," as Adler put it), and the attempt to draw a parallel between the apes' civilization and the viewers' can feel a little clumsy. It's 1968, so there are winking catchphrases like "you can't trust the older generation" and "never trust anyone over 30," slogans that had been adopted by the counterculture. Had I been the reviewer back then, I might have called it "sometimes hamfisted."



Yet with regrets to Adler, the movie does work on its own terms, and it has held up extraordinarily well over the past 56 years. Charlton Heston stars as the captain of a four-person space crew that crash-lands on a planet that feels unfamiliar, where talking apes rule and humans, such as they are, have been enslaved. (One member of the crew is female, which I suppose was meant to suggest something futuristic; the first American woman didn't go into space until 25 years after "Planet of the Apes" premiered.)




Charlton Heston, far left, starred in the first "Planet of the Apes" film, from 1968.




The movie was based on a 1963 satirical novel by the French author Pierre Boulle, who also wrote the novel "The Bridge on the River Kwai." Rod Serling, the creator of the wildly popular science-fiction TV show "The Twilight Zone," was brought on to adapt the book for the screen. Serling's influence is obvious from the first moments, which involve Heston in monologue about philosophical matters. More time has passed on Earth than in the spacecraft, since they're moving at the speed of light. "Seen from out here, everything seems different," he says. "Time bends. Space is boundless. It squashes a man's ego. I feel lonely."



"Tell me, though," he continues. "Does man, that marvel of the universe, that glorious paradox who has sent me to the stars, still make war against his brother, keep his neighbor's children starving?"



This introduction is a thesis in a thimble for the whole franchise, which combines an intriguing premise -- what if apes evolved beyond men -- with a host of other social and political concerns. Serling, for instance, purposely injected ideas about the Cold War and nuclear weapons into the film. As Adler noted, police brutality, militarism and fascism also make appearances, a good reminder that our time is hardly unique in those concerns. There are questions about free speech and religious fundamentalism, mythmaking and liberty, technology and scientific study, race, viral pandemics, animal rights and a whole lot more woven throughout the movies.



And there are a 
lot 
of movies. In the 1970s, the first "Apes" was followed by four more, plus a live-action TV show, then an animated one. In 2001, 
an ill-conceived remake directed by Tim Burton
 starred Mark Wahlberg in a version of the Heston role, and then a reboot series followed, starting in 2011. There have also been several "Apes" video games.



That reboot trilogy -- 
"Rise of the Planet of the Apes"
 (2011), 
"Dawn of the Planet of the Apes"
 (2014) and 
"War for the Planet of the Apes"
 (2017) -- is widely considered some of the best franchise cinema ever, and I heartily concur. The trilogy posits that a cure for Alzheimer's developed by humans had grave unintended consequences when it escaped its lab: It turned apes supersmart, but had the opposite effect on humans, killing vast swaths of the population and then mutating to turn most of humanity mute and less intelligent. A saga then follows in which the human characters change (none repeat across the three films) but the apes do not; they're the main characters, and it's their story. It's masterful.




Andy Serkis as Caesar in the 2011 film "Rise of the Planet of the Apes."




Sometimes this opinion surprises people. Really? The movies with the apes?



Yes, really. Part of the reason the films succeed is simply their artistry, especially notable in bigger-budget blockbuster fare. We've gotten used to rushed, sloppy action and muddy cinematography, so there's something invigorating in seeing detail, emotion, shadow and rich color that feels real. It's all led by Andy Serkis's compelling and dynamic motion-capture performance as Caesar, leader of the apes. (He's so good that it sparked a 
mini-movement
 for an Oscar nomination.)



Serkis, as Caesar, speaks and emotes with the kind of gravitas that we associate with people playing world-historical leaders -- which, in a sense, is what he is doing. But that also points to part of why this trilogy, and indeed the entire "Apes" series, is so gripping: It is serious.



Serious, in the sense that it takes its characters seriously. Each has a personality and genuine emotions, and when they mourn, we mourn too. But serious also in the import of the issues at hand, spun throughout stories that are intriguing and grim. There's a sense of grief in every "Apes" movie, and in the reboot trilogy it's almost palpable. (I'm pretty sure Steve Zahn's "Bad Ape" character was a studio addition to lighten the mood in "War," and while he starts to veer a little Jar Jar Binks-ward, the director Matt Reeves manages to hold it all together.)



Why do these films grieve? It's not about the lost world of humans, not really -- it's always been clear, even from the famous conclusion of the 1968 film, that humanity has only itself and its hubris to blame for its own destruction. Instead, the grief stems from the very issues that the films raise -- the fascism, the nuclear war, the brutality -- and the deep pessimism of the series about those issues ever being eradicated for long.



Apocalyptic films are increasingly obsessed with a question posed to the viewer, similar to Heston's query at the start of "Planet of the Apes": In light of humanity's treatment of the planet and of one another, does the species really deserve to survive? Most of the time, the movie comes up with a way to say yes (most expensively, in "Avengers: Endgame").




A scene from "Rise of the Planet of the Apes."




But the "Apes" movies (so far) say no, not really. Since they've shifted focus from humans to the apes that replace them, that works. Even in 
the newest installment, "Kingdom of the Planet of the Apes,"
 the humans who show up are not presented as heroes or even particularly worthy defenders of their own species.



Yet, as "Kingdom" also reveals, the "Apes" movies aren't so sure that any other sentient, reasoning species will be better. Though Caesar taught a way of living that would produce more harmony and protect the planet, in "Kingdom" we already see power-hungry apes reproducing the sins of humanity, finding ways to perpetuate oppression and repression.



The 1968 film is set many centuries after the reboot trilogy and "Kingdom," so we already know where things are headed, and it's not great. That may be part of why the "Apes" movies have resonated for so long, across so many moviegoing decades. They are telling a truth in science fiction that's hard to face in reality: There's no perfect way to run a civilization, no way to fix things forever, no teacher so profound that their words won't be twisted for someone else's gain. Every generation has its own struggles and saints -- and there is nothing new under the sun.
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The salesroom at Christie's was packed on Tuesday evening, as spectators rubbernecked to see if buyers would compete for multimillion-dollar artworks at an auction house still hobbled by a cyberattack.



But the audience's chatter 
about hackers
 soon dissipated, as the auctioneer Georgina Hilton entered the spotlight. Could she succeed despite the headwinds of a slumping market and concerns about whether a cyberattack might have compromised the financial data of Christie's clientele?



The atmosphere of the evening's two auctions -- one from the estate of the Cuban American collector Rosa de la Cruz, who died in February, and the other being Christie's seasonal 21st-century evening art sale -- indicated that the answer was yes. There were only four withdrawals ahead of the 
evening sales
, as Christie's salespeople worked hard to assure buyers and sellers that business would continue without a glitch.



But the numbers painted a more complicated picture.



There was a depth of bidding not seen the night before at the contemporary art sales at Sotheby's, where out of its 52 lots, most sold on just a few bids. Still, Sotheby's managed to outdo its rival with a total of $267 million on Monday -- more than double Christie's final result of $115 million, from a total of 57 lots, offered on Tuesday.



What happened at Christie's was the result of withdrawals in the hours before the sale; the auction house withdrew four artworks, including a Brice Marden painting with a high estimate of $50 million. The seller had a guarantee from Christie's for a minimum price, which means that the house now owns the painting. "The choice to withdraw the Marden was ours," Alex Rotter, chairman of 20th- and 21st-century art at Christie's, said at a post-sale news conference. "It wasn't Brice's evening, and we're not willing to jeopardize the market of an artist like that."



The withdrawals across both sales left their mark. The Rosa de la Cruz collection made $34.4 million, with premium fees and near its high estimate of $37 million. The 21st-century evening sale achieved $80 million, far below its estimate between $104 million to $155 million.



Despite the cyberattack on the company, 
which took its website
 offline, some registered bidders were able to participate through a secure link that allowed them to access the auction house's digital platform, Christie's LIVE.



"Even with one hand tied behind their back in terms of technological challenges, Christie's managed to pull off a really respectable sale in a difficult environment," said Thomas C. Danziger, a lawyer who represented clients participating in the evening sales.



Of 57 artworks spread between the auctions, two artworks did not sell. But the auction house worked hard in advance to secure guaranteed bids from collectors and investors. The company also provided its own financial guarantees in order to secure consignments. Together, these negotiations assured that all the works in the de la Cruz collection would sell, even if nobody were to place a bid.



"We are making good progress in the resolution of the technology security incident," Guillaume Cerutti, the chief executive of Christie's, told The New York Times halfway through the auctions on Tuesday evening. "Delivering the sales today in Geneva and in New York, with good participation not only in the room and on the phone but also through secure online bidding, is very positive," he added.



Highlights of the evening sales at Christie's included works by Ana Mendieta and Felix Gonzalez-Torres. Mendieta, the Cuban American artist who died in 1985, saw her auction benchmark broken twice within less than an hour, culminating with the sale of "Untitled (Sandwoman Series)" for $567,025.




"Untitled (Sandwoman Series)," by Ana Mendieta, was estimated at $300,000-$500,000 ahead of the Tuesday night auction at Christie's.




The audience also oohed and aahed when the auction house dramatically lowered the salesroom lights to present a string of 42 lightbulbs by Gonzalez-Torres. That work, "Untitled (America #3)," which he created in 1992, sold for $13.6 million, above its $12 million high estimate, a new high for the artist who died in 1996 at the age of 38. The buyer was the 
Pola Museum of Art
 in Hakone, Japan.



"She was a great and significant collector of her generation," the art adviser Allan Schwartzman said of de la Cruz. All of the works on offer had previously been shown at the family's private museum in Miami, which abruptly closed in April. Although they 
 
had quietly sold a number of works from the collection before de la Cruz's death, many observers were still surprised by the collection's fate. 



Some of the artists whom de la Cruz favored -- including Rudolf Stingel, Christopher Wool and Dan Colen -- have seen their sales stumble in recent years. But Meredith Darrow, who advised de la Cruz and her husband, Carlos, on their acquisitions between 2010 and 2019, noted ahead of the sale that "they bought these works very early and absolutely stand to be successful financially."




"Untitled (ELMAR)" (1982) by Jean-Michel Basquiat fetched $46.5 million, including fees, at the Phillips auction on Tuesday.




Earlier Tuesday evening, Phillips had its own sale of modern and contemporary art, generating $86 million and delivering the star of the auction houses' three sales: "Untitled (ELMAR)," a 1982 painting by Jean-Michel Basquiat, which fetched $46.5 million with fees. It was sold by a trust affiliated with the anthropologist and art collector Francesco Pellizzi, who died last year.



The work, which carried a financial guarantee, exceeded the low end of the expected $40 million to $60 million range.




"Untitled (America #3)," by Felix Gonzalez-Torres, consisting of 42 lightbulbs and executed in 1992, sold for $13.6 million with fees, an auction high for the artist. (It was estimated at $8 million to $12 million.)
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'This Feels Like My "Doctor Who"': Superfans Watch the New Season



Five British fans gathered to watch the premiere, wondering what a new Doctor and Disney+'s co-production would mean for their favorite show.




Richard Unwin, second from right, invited four other "Doctor Who" superfans (from left, Beth Axford, Janelle McCurdy, Francis Beveridge and George Norohna) to watch the first two episodes of the new season.




By Imogen West-Knights


May 14, 2024


"Doctor Who," the BBC's beloved sci-fi series about an alien time traveler and his human companions, has had 875 episodes over 61 years. The show first ran between 1963 and 1989 on the BBC, was revived in 2005 and has been airing ever since.



As a result, the TV shows has one of the most diverse a fan bases when it comes to age. It appeals to older people who sat down to watch the first broadcast on black-and-white televisions, as well as to children watching on their iPads in 2024.



On Friday, a new season started airing, featuring Ncuti Gatwa -- the 31-year-old Scottish actor who was previously best known for his role as Eric on "
Sex Education
" -- as the latest Doctor. Russell T Davies, who was the showrunner between the reboot in 2005 and 2010, is back at the helm. The show also has a new home on Disney+, the first time the BBC has produced "Doctor Who" in partnership with another company in the show's history.



On a recent evening, Richard Unwin, a 44-year-old writer and actor, gathered four other "Doctor Who" fans at his apartment in East London to watch the first two episodes. They were a little nervous about what the Disney influence, and the need to cater to a new, international audience, might have done to their favorite program.



"I am worried that they will Americanize it," said George Norohna, a 61-year-old retired civil servant, who remembers the show as the first thing he ever saw on a color television. They were joined by the fantasy author Janelle McCurdy, 28, Francis Beveridge, a 27-year-old neuroscience researcher, and Beth Axford, 26, who writes for "
Doctor Who Magazine
," a fan publication.



Surrounded by shelves packed with "Doctor Who" memorabilia, the fans helped themselves from a platter of vegetarian sandwiches as they watched the episodes: the first about a baby farm in space and the second about a villain who steals the world's music. From one corner of the room, a full-size replica Dalek watched over the scene.



There was plenty of laughter and knowing nods at references to past "Doctor Who" episodes. Afterward, the five fans discussed what they had seen, the current state of the fandom and their own histories with the show.



The following conversation has been edited for length and clarity, and contains mild spoilers.




A full-size replica Dalek in Unwin's apartment.




What do you make of these first two episodes?



JANELLE MCCURDY
 It's a lot more goofy than what you traditionally get. I hope it's not all just a fun-and-games kind of vibe, though. I want the serious, heart wrenching episodes as well.



FRANCIS BEVERIDGE
 The tone felt a lot more even than some of the episodes when Russell T Davies first did it. I think he's always had trouble with being silly,and then suddenly being quite dark. This felt silly, but not atonal. It feels more mature.



BETH AXFORD
 It felt like a really good mixture of new music and new vibes, and also the classic Doctor Who vibe. And considering Millie Gibson, who plays the Doctor's latest companion, Ruby Sunday, is so much younger than Ncuti -- she's 19 and he's 31 -- the fact that they have this much chemistry is amazing. I think they're so good together.




Ncuti Gatwa and Millie Gibson in Episode 3, "The Devil's Chord," which takes place in the 1960s.




MCCURDY
 Ncuti's definitely going to usher in a whole new generation of "Doctor Who" fans, because there's such warmth with his Doctor that is just so inviting.



Does the show feel different now it's being produced with Disney?



RICHARD UNWIN
 They've catered to the American audience by going really British, with London rooftops, the Beatles. There's a reference to the very first episode, though, from 1963.



MCCURDY
 It was a beautiful nod to its past.



UNWIN
 So there's plenty of fan service, but hopefully not so that it alienates a new viewer.



AXFORD
 This feels like my "Doctor Who." And the CGI Disney did here wouldn't even have been attempted by the BBC.



What role has "Doctor Who" played in your life?



AXFORD
 I was 8 when "Doctor Who" came back in 2005. From then onward, I was just insanely obsessed. I come from a village that is very conservative. If I didn't have "Doctor Who" as such a big part of my life, I might not be who I am. The Doctor and Captain Jack sharing a kiss at the end of the revival's Season 1, or having Martha as a Black companion in Season 3, all of those things broadened my worldview.



UNWIN
 I first saw Doctor Who in 1989, when I was 9. And then it was canceled. So I grew up in the wilderness years. Then it came back in 2005. It felt like how it would be for Christians if Christ came back. It's been a huge part of my life, to the extent that I credit "Doctor Who" with helping me get through depression and giving up drug addiction.




Just part of Unwin's collection of "Doctor Who" books and memorabilia. 




FRANCIS BEVERIDGE
 I was at my grandpa's when I was 8 and ended up watching it. And I actually haven't stopped since. I was less interested in it in high school because I was like, oh, I'm grown up now. But after leaving high school, I thought actually, you know what, let's embrace this. And I've got a lot of lost time to make up for.



How has the fandom changed over the years?



NORONHA
 It does seem to be very male and white.



UNWIN
 Less so than it used to be, but yes. There is a group of old, white, straight men who used to be the only "Doctor Who" fans. And when it came back, and the fan base expanded, they threw their toys out the pram and decided it was just for them. But they're dying out now.



MCCURDY
 I don't see many Black women who are fans of "Doctor Who." There's not really an online community that feels welcoming.



UNWIN
 It is a weird thing that no one can really explain that there is an enormous crossover between queer people and "Doctor Who" fans. There's not an environment like it anywhere else in the world. The fandom is like being in an asylum, but in a fun way.




Beveridge, Axford and McCurdy discussing the show.




BEVERIDGE
 What's that Taylor Swift quote, "You wouldn't last a day in the asylum that raised me?"



AXFORD
 I would say there are lots of fans who are neurodivergent as well, or who have mental health issues. I think the show has this way of looking after you. The Doctor is always there for you. That's why it gets into so many of us.



What does casting Gatwa as the Doctor mean to you?



MCCURDY
 I know there's old school Doctor Who fans who might see it as just a token thing. But it means a lot to me as a Black woman.



UNWIN
 It's the first time that the Doctor talks like I do, as a gay man.



MCCURDY 
I feel exactly the same, he's talking like how I talk.




Gatwa, who plays the 15th Doctor, is the first queer Black man to be cast in the role.




BEVERIDGE 
The Doctor has always appealed to gay men, because he's a nonconventional male role model. So having the doctor be more queer has allowed people to identify that bit more closely with him.



What do you think is the essence of a Doctor Who episode?



UNWIN 
"Doctor Who" is about a time traveler, his friends and a blue box. That's all you need. And then you can go anywhere in time and space. That's the joy.



AXFORD
 The joy for me is that every episode encapsulates a form of hope, about the world, about ourselves. That's the one thing I think "Doctor Who" has to do for me, and always does do.
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Zendaya for $200? 'Jeopardy!' Plans to Stream a Pop Culture Spinoff



Sony Pictures Television said that "Pop Culture Jeopardy!" -- which will pit teams of three against one another -- would be streamed on Prime Video.




From left, Brian Baumgartner, Lisa Ann Walter and Timothy Simons face off in the "Celebrity Jeopardy!" spinoff. The host for the new spinoff, "Pop Culture Jeopardy!," is still to be chosen.




By Julia Jacobs


May 14, 2024


"Jeopardy!" has long been ruled primarily by broadcast TV. As a staid, reliable quiz show that had the 
same host for 36 years
, viewers have grown to depend on it at a certain time, on a certain channel.



But on Tuesday, Sony Pictures Television, which produces the show, announced a new spinoff -- a pop culture edition -- that will be streamed only on Prime Video. The spinoff, called "Pop Culture Jeopardy!," is part of a yearslong expansion of what the show's producers have called the "Jeopardy!"-verse, as they have pushed new spinoffs and tournaments to shake up the brand, while also avoiding any major changes to the main show that might rankle its most devoted fans.



The 
announcement
 about the new spinoff said contestants would compete in teams of three. Some of the topics that might come up, it said, include alternative rock music, "The Avengers," Broadway, mixed martial arts and high-profile celebrities such as Zendaya.



Under Michael Davies, who has been an executive producer of "Jeopardy!" since 2021, "Jeopardy!" has undergone a wave of expansion, featuring a new masters league with the show's most successful players, a Second Chance Tournament that invites back promising contestants and a 
revival of "Celebrity Jeopardy!"



It has not yet been announced who will host the pop-culture spinoff. Since the death of the show's longtime host, 
Alex Trebek, in 2020
, the succession process has been somewhat tortured. The initial plan to promote the show's executive producer, Mike Richards, to host imploded 
after revelations
 that Richards had made offensive comments on a podcast. For a while, the actor Mayim Bialik split hosting duties with Ken Jennings, the show's former champion, until Bialik 
abruptly announced
 late last year that she had been removed, leaving Jennings as the sole host, at least for now.



"Jeopardy!" has had limited ventures into streaming before now. Viewers can stream some "Jeopardy!" episodes on Pluto TV, and the prime-time spinoffs stream on Hulu the day after they first air. The show used to have a sports trivia 
spinoff
 that could be found on Crackle, an online streaming service that never quite took off.
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Former Nickelodeon Star Says Dan Schneider 'Preyed' on Her as Boss



Lori Beth Denberg, who appeared on "All That," told Business Insider that he showed her porn multiple times and fondled her once. He says her claims are "exaggerated" and "in most cases, false."




Lori Beth Denberg, a former star of the children's sketch show "All That," accused her former boss, Dan Schneider, of having acted inappropriately toward her when she was in his show.




By Matt Stevens and Julia Jacobs


May 15, 2024


Lori Beth Denberg, who starred in the hit children's television show "All That" in the 1990s, has accused her former Nickelodeon boss, Dan Schneider, of having "preyed" on her then by showing her pornography, once fondling her and another time initiating phone sex.



The allegations by Denberg, now 48, came in 
an interview with Business Insider
, which reported on Tuesday that the actress said she felt Schneider had acted inappropriately toward her during a period when they worked together. She said that, at 19, she entered into a "weird, abusive relationship" with Schneider, who was 10 years older.



"I couldn't have been more vulnerable," she said in the interview.



The interview comes as Schneider's conduct while at Nickelodeon has drawn scrutiny in a new docuseries that aired in March: "Quiet on Set: The Dark Side of Kids TV." In the series, several former employees criticized the way Schneider treated them -- saying, among other things, that he solicited massages on set -- while also objecting to sexualized humor in his shows and inappropriate jokes in the writers' room.



In the interview with Business Insider, Denberg said that she sometimes slept over at the home of Schneider, who was the head writer on "All That," and that, although they were not intimate, they exchanged massages. At one point, though, she said in the interview, she won a bet while watching "Jeopardy!," and Schneider took the opportunity to fondle and put his mouth on her breasts.



Denberg starred in "All That" between 1994 and 1998 and 
returned
 for its revival several years ago. She told Business Insider she did not necessarily see their interactions as inappropriate at the time, given that she was older than 18, but that in recent years she has begun to grapple with the power imbalance that existed between her and Schneider. She said that he showed her porn on multiple occasions and that the first time was in his office.



In a statement, Schneider, 
who has filed a lawsuit against the creators of the "Quiet on Set" docuseries alleging defamation
, called Denberg's account "wildly exaggerated and, in most cases, false."



"As I have previously stated, there were times, particularly in the early years of my career, that I made mistakes and exhibited poor judgment as a leader," Schneider said. "If I did that with respect to Lori Beth, I sincerely apologize to her. But I cannot apologize for things I did not do."




Dan Schneider released a video after the release of "Quiet on Set" apologizing for certain conduct, including soliciting massages, but denying other accusations. He has sued the series's creators on defamation grounds.




The Business Insider article was written by Kate Taylor, who also was an executive producer of the "Quiet on Set" series.



The New York Times reported
 in 2021 that before Schneider and Nickelodeon separated in 2018, ViacomCBS, the parent company of Nickelodeon, had investigated him and found that many people he worked with viewed him as verbally abusive. But the company's review found no evidence of sexual misconduct by Schneider.



Representatives for Nickelodeon did not respond to a request for comment.



Attempts to reach Denberg were not immediately successful.



In a video that Schneider posted to YouTube after the release of the docuseries, 
he apologized for certain conduct alleged by former employees
, including the massages and the inappropriate jokes in the writers' room.



Schneider had declined to be interviewed for the docuseries, instead issuing a statement that was included in the documentary, in which he said that "everything that happened on the shows I ran was carefully scrutinized by dozens of involved adults" and that parents and caregivers were always present during rehearsals and filming.



Alain Delaqueriere
 contributed research.
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Review: Parsons Dance Spins and Darts Through Miles Davis



For its Joyce season, the company unveils "Juke," a spiky premiere by Jamar Roberts, along with dances by David Parsons and Penny Saunders.




Parsons Dance in "Juke," a world premiere by Jamar Roberts set to music by Miles Davis from "Bitches Brew."




By Gia Kourlas


May 15, 2024


The combination of the choreographer Jamar Roberts and jazz is a dance land you want to live in. Roberts, a veteran of Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater, has made some of his most 
succinct yet passionate works to jazz
. His voluptuous movement, however sharp or delicate, flows on waves of musical notes.



In his latest jazz-inspired work, "Juke," a premiere for 
Parsons Dance
, bodies bend and dart with shuddering briskness as the dancers dig into what it means to juke, or to fake a move -- like in sports. One by one, they dodge, slip and outmaneuver the music, "Spanish Key" from Miles Davis's groundbreaking 1970 album "Bitches Brew," with its rock and funk influences. The dancers, twisting and spinning -- sometimes agile, like boxers -- fill the stage like brushstrokes, some rapturous and others cutting.



"Juke," which had its debut on Tuesday, is one of three premieres being presented by Parsons Dance in its two-week season at the Joyce Theater. Does it expand the art of dance, as Davis's album did for jazz? Not especially, but for much of it, "Juke" gives the Parsons dancers a frame for pure movement and music: a swelling, ever spiraling showcase of psychedelic funk.



The driving sound has a way of meshing with Roberts's spiky gestures in surprising ways: Elbows poke, hips swivel, the arms ignite the air like matchsticks. Costumes, by Christine Darch, pay homage to the time Davis's album came out. Dancers wear pants and tops, adorned with fringe, in glowing purples and reds that bleed right into Christopher S. Chambers's moody lighting. The stage is like a den.



But as trios and couples start to enact little scenarios, over-before-you-know-it scuffles can turn trite. Parsons members dance more capably than they act; the same force they use to propel, say, their legs, doesn't carry the same effect in their faces. The ending, in which a male dancer is gradually abandoned by the others, feels a little anticlimactic. With a little salute, he fades into the background. Did he outsmart the others, or did they just give up?




In David Parson's "The Shape of Us," which also premiered, dancers embrace the beauty of each other and of their community ties.




In another premiere, "The Shape of Us," David Parsons, the group's artistic director, explores the journey from alienation to connection with music by the experimental band Son Lux. At first, dancers cross the stage purposely, walking with firm steps; they exist in bubbles, lost in their own worlds. Their motion builds to sprints until two dancers, with some drama, slide to a halt in the center of the stage.



It's pretty predictable from here: As they explore each other, their resistance begins to seep away and their growing bond leads the others to follow suit as they touch one another with awe and tenderness -- embracing the beauty of each other and their community ties. We are living in fraught, divisive times, but do dances embracing togetherness have to be so obvious?



The New York City premiere of "Thick as Thieves," a dance by Penny Saunders, formerly of MOMIX, was tepid in a different way: It veered toward the cartoonish. Costumed in long black coats by Barbara Erin Delo -- oversize with white trim running down the lapels -- the dancers spent an inordinate amount of time using them as props: tossing them in the air or sitting on them while being pulled as if they were on sleds.



Set to a score by Michael Wall, who performed live on piano and trumpet, with Lily Gelfand on cello, "Thick as Thieves" was dark, though more in look than in evoking mystery. The conceit was comic, but with the dancers looking more like shoplifters than best, thick-as-thieves friends, their pervasive whimsy was grating.



The Parsons dancers have a driving athleticism that can't be overstated -- their stamina is unreal, and it's sweet to see a company so committed to the capital D of dance. But as skilled as they are, the dancers have a way of muscling through movement, which allows for too little texture and tone.



The program was dotted with other, older works, too -- Robert Battle's "Takademe" (1996), along with Parsons's "Whirlaway" (2014) and his classic work 
"Caught" (1982)
. In "Caught," the use of strobe lights gives the impression that a solo dancer is flying through the air; on Tuesday, its magic held up as Megan Garcia, a former Rockette, did the honors. With her ponytail streaming behind her, she circled the air in an incredible display of leaps that dotted the stage's horizon: a dancer transformed into a superhero.



Parsons Dance



Through May 25 at the Joyce Theater, Manhattan; joyce.org.
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Critic's Notebook



Hades II's Eternal Pursuit of a Tantalizing Past



The video game sequel's central character struggles to exhume the memory of her former life. Out of the pandemic, our futures are just as murky.




Melinoe, the youngest child of Hades, is an orphan of the past. She has been severed from her family, from a life that could have been one of safety and comfort.




By Yussef Cole


May 14, 2024


Hades was officially released in late 2020, during the heights of the coronavirus pandemic. An endlessly replayable spin on Greek mythology, it came out to mass death, to fear, to a society trapped inside, avoiding neighbors and loved ones alike.



Like Zagreus, the rebellious son of Hades trying to escape from his father's realm, we were also fighting to stay alive, struggling to break free and catch one breath of cool, crisp air before being dragged back inside and down under. Hades was escapism that told a story about escaping, an entertaining time-waster when time was all we had. We could dream alongside Zagreus of a freedom from the crushing forces of the world we had inherited.



Four years later, its successor has arrived
, a different game for an entirely different time.



We can touch and talk and see one another. We can cram into a movie theater or a club, can even chug the sweat-filled air of a packed gym. But it's not the same world as the one we left behind in 2020. Everything's different. Work, for many, exists in a confused middle ground
 
between remote and in-person shifts. Social skills and conversational ease have stiffened and atrophied. Everywhere, once familiar and trusted systems seize up and crumble.



Hades II takes place a number of years beyond the events of the first game. You play as Melinoe, the youngest child of Hades, born sometime during these intervening years and spirited away as an infant just before the titan Chronos invaded the underworld and imprisoned the rest of her family. Chronos comes across as dismissive and haughty, an apt characterization for the father of time.




Hades II exists in direct conversation with Hades, reflecting back many of its ideas rather than simply extending them. In the original game, shown here, the rebellious son Zagreus tries to escape from his father's realm.




At first glance, the sequel doesn't seem to depart at all from its predecessor. Your character fights through a series of worlds, with minor bosses at the end of each and one big boss blocking the way. If you die you must go all the way back to the beginning and start again. Both iterations are about learning and improving through repetition.



But Hades II exists in direct conversation with Hades, reflecting back many of its ideas rather than simply extending them. Many sequels opt to balloon out their worlds and give us the same stuff -- just more of it. Hades II dredges up the same stuff while twisting it into something else, a beacon of what once was but can never be again.



In Hades, Zagreus is intent on breaking out of the underworld. Hades II reverses things. Though part of Melinoe's time may be spent exploring the surface, her main task is to break into the underworld. She is on a mission of revenge against Chronos, intent on dethroning him and saving her family (along with many beloved side characters).



Areas and enemies familiar to those who've played the first game look different here, through Melinoe's eyes. Tartarus, once the starting level, now comes at the end, and it's astonishing how much the shuffling of its place in the dramatic arc changes how it is perceived. What was home and comfort to Zagreus -- and, by extension, the player -- now feels alien and unfriendly.



Once again, Supergiant Games, the team behind Hades, has released a title that seems purpose-built for a particular time and place.



Melinoe, like us, is an orphan of the past. She has been severed from her family, from a life that could have been one of safety and comfort. She begins the game out in the wilds, far from the place she knows to be home. She barely even remembers it, having left at such a young age. Melinoe is trying to make her way back, trying to return to a past she cannot even picture or recall. Her struggle is to exhume that memory; to fall over and over again in the battle to reclaim her home.



Because Hades II is in early access, 
which allows players to play an unfinished game
 before it is officially released, there are plenty of bugs, placeholder art and not-quite-balanced combat encounters. But the intent is for developers to make improvements based on feedback from eager playtesters, an approach that Supergiant successfully navigated with the original Hades.



Both games have a lot to say about death, although Melinoe's expirations look different from the bloody throes of Zagreus. She appears to cast a spell that teleports her back to safety just before the ultimate blow lands. But her deaths are just as final, signaling a violent end to the pursuit of progress. The cycle begins again. When enough blood is spilled, our depleted hero returns back to zero once more.




Melinoe is on a mission of revenge against the titan Chronos, intent on dethroning him and saving her family.




Death is an inevitability in these games. It's life that's the anomaly, a rare thing to be glimpsed only in passing. While Hades II finally allows your character to visit the surface above the mythical underworld, it's only to enter into a war among the gods.



In his essay "Beyond the Pleasure Principle," Sigmund Freud lays out his theory of the death drive as the "compulsion to repeat." We tend to repeat and replay our past traumas and memories in an effort to master and defeat them. Both Hades and its sequel are stories about exorcising trauma by breaking through its wearying cycles to find some meaning and connection on the other side.



For Melinoe, just as it was for Zagreus, the other side is represented by family. It's a connection with a past legacy that has long been denied her. With Hades II in early access, Melinoe must struggle for a while longer. Beating the final boss won't yet bring resolution -- there are still new areas to come and further battles to be fought. As the goddess Eris, strife incarnate, informs Melinoe, there's "no going back to the way things were before."



In our own lives, we must struggle too, making our way through the dark and confusing muddle of our reality to find a way forward, knowing there's no way back. Our paths are just as unclear, our futures just as murky. We press on, repeating the same cycles of work, of friendships, unclear what awaits on the other side, if there even is another side to reach.



Hades II, at the very least, 
will
 eventually be given some finality. Melinoe 
will
 break through and hopefully find what she's been searching for. In the meantime, there's pleasure to be found in the increasingly familiar cycle.



I'll continue playing with god-granted boons and cool new weapons. Slicing through waves of enemies with the giant Moonstone Axe is as satisfying as any of the weapons from the first game. Throwing an explosive skull around hasn't gotten old, either. I'll keep digging into the cleverly written narratives of side characters plucked from myth like Odysseus and Hecate, or Narcissus and Echo. I'll engage in the repetition, biding my time.
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Review: A Text-to-Speech Meet-Cute in 'All of Me'



Laura Winters's romantic comedy pays careful attention to the dynamics of living with disabilities.




Madison Ferris and Danny J. Gomez in the New Group's production of "All of Me," at the Pershing Square Signature Center in Manhattan.




By Naveen Kumar


May 15, 2024


Lucy has impeccable comic timing and a sense of humor as dry as a gin martini. Her expression deadpan but for a slightly furrowed brow, she delivers punchlines with Amazon Prime efficiency in a calm, even tone that may sound familiar to people who use Alexa or ride the New York City subway.



Played with wry assurance by Madison Ferris, Lucy communicates using a text-to-speech tool built into her motorized scooter. As heroines go, she is a young Katharine Hepburn type: headstrong and outspoken but eagerly in search of tenderness. Her verve and vulnerability are the lifeblood of "All of Me," an affecting if formulaic new romantic comedy by Laura Winters that opened on Tuesday at the Pershing Square Signature Center.



Lucy meets Alfonso (Danny J. Gomez), who uses a motorized wheelchair and similar technology to communicate, outside a hospital while awaiting their rides. Proposing a game, Lucy asks him to pick a random key on his screen; when he chooses "B," there's a prolonged pause while she types. Then her device's flat staccato sounds out the raunchy rhymes of Sir Mix-a-Lot's "
Baby Got Back
."



Typical of Lucy, it's a funny bit with a mordant edge, bemoaning her situation by making light of it. As we soon learn, Lucy used to love to sing but has lost the ability to pronounce consonants (the play's title refers to the jazz standard by Gerald Marks and Seymour Simons). Lucy received a diagnosis of muscular dystrophy when she was 16; now in her early 20s, she has been managing the disease long enough to laugh about it with a trace of cynicism.



Where Lucy sees only limitations, Alfonso, who has been paralyzed since infancy, maintains a broader sense of life's possibilities -- largely because he has the money to. So, what follows is a classic case of opposites attract. Lucy shares a cramped, less-than-accessible home with her mother, Connie (Kyra Sedgwick), who works two jobs; her older sister, Jackie (Lily Mae Harrington); and Jackie's fiance, Moose (Brian Furey Morabito).



Alfonso, on the other hand, is a white-collar professional with enough means to hire help and buy a tricked-out house (the furniture-swapping set is by Brett Banakis and Edward T. Morris); his mother, Elena (Florencia Lozano), is only in town to help with the move (the story takes place in Schenectady, N.Y. in 2018).



Directed with a sitcom sheen by Ashley Brooke Monroe, this New Group production owes much of its heartfelt appeal to its two leads. Ferris, who appeared in a 2017 Broadway revival of "The Glass Menagerie," is an encyclopedia of micro-expressions, her posture and features relaying as much interior information as a Manet painting. Gomez can likewise convey volumes with a charming half smile, an appeal aided by the Cary Grant cadence of Alfonso's customized voice tool -- another luxury Lucy can't afford.



There is a wittiness to the play's conceit, rendering the awkward sparks of flirtation in synthetic voices. (The line readings and timing are a collaboration between the actors and the creative team, including the sound designer Matt Otto.) And Winters pays careful attention to the dynamics of living with disabilities that we rarely see depicted onstage, like balancing personal agency with the realities of needing assistance. But a sense of dutifulness toward representation -- exploring differences in class as well as the origins and onset of disabilities, for example -- gives "All of Me" a schematic quality. A subplot dealing with the opioid epidemic very nearly tips it into P.S.A. territory.



The characters may be defined by circumstance, but the actors animate their roles with a lived-in air of personality, including Sedgwick as the brass-tacks type she's often played onscreen. Most natural of all may be the way that Ferris and Gomez advance toward each other and retreat, pivoting in half turns to consider the other's point of view -- the universal dance of courtship.



All of Me
Through June 16 at the Pershing Square Signature Center, Manhattan; 
thenewgroup.org
. Running time: 2 hours 10 minutes.
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At Westminster, the Dogs Are in Charge



A look at the action in Queens as the annual dog show takes over the Billie Jean King National Tennis Center.








By Callie Holtermann


May 13, 2024


The tennis balls had been stashed away safely by the time 2,500 dogs and their obedient human entourages overtook the U.S.T.A. Billie Jean King National Tennis Center in Queens this weekend for the Westminster Kennel Club Dog Show.



The event began on Saturday with agility, obedience and diving competitions before transitioning on Monday into the contests that are more familiar to the audience at home: best in breed, best in group and best in show.



The human-to-dog ratio at the tennis center might be 2 to 1, but the power balance favors the dogs. There were pugs being wheeled around in strollers, Dalmatians posing like statues on artificial turf, and basset hounds whose ears were strapped to their chins so they didn't sweep the asphalt. In a tent reserved for grooming, a Lhasa apso was carefully flat-ironed while several miniature poodles were sculpted into sudsy topiaries.



The event, which was first held in 1877, called Madison Square Garden home for a century but relocated to the Lyndhurst, an estate just outside the city, during the early pandemic. This is the second year of the show's being held in the Flushing section of Queens, with Arthur Ashe Stadium offering deluxe accommodations for the show's main events.



Whether they win or lose, the dogs have remained exceedingly well behaved. The humans, who have a selection of beer and gin and tonics at several concession stands, have had more varied results.
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Artist's Questionnaire



Betye Saar Remains Guided by the Spirit



The 97-year-old artist's newest works reflect her decades-long interest in cultural artifacts and self-emancipation.








By Evan Nicole Brown


May 08, 2024


The American assemblage artist Betye Saar spent her childhood salvaging lost, discarded and forgotten things, like small glass beads, broken necklaces and scraps of colored paper left in trash bins or littering the ground where she walked. Born in 1926, she was raised during the Great Depression and so, Saar wrote to me recently, she was taught to "use it up, wear it out, make it do or do without." That manifesto has guided both her lifelong habit of collecting curios and relics -- picked up during her travels to Nigeria, Senegal, Mexico, Haiti and Brazil, and at swap meets in her hometown of Los Angeles -- as well as her more than 60-year artistic practice, which similarly brings together and recontextualizes symbols and totems of the Black diaspora. "My daughter Tracye calls me a hoarder who found her calling," Saar says. Some of the objects that Saar collects have sat unused in her converted-garage studio for years before finding their way into one of her artworks. Saar, who is 97, decides what to reach for based on something she has referred to over the years as "mother wit": she 
feels 
when a wooden statue, antique doll or rusted dagger is calling to be used. Saar considers this selection process to be a sacred one. "I've always felt that old objects hold a power," she says. "They've survived, and they have a sense of the previous owner. They have a spirit."




A portion of Saar's extensive collection of objects.




In her studio, which is attached to her shingle-adorned, garden-guarded home in Los Angeles's Laurel Canyon neighborhood, she keeps a curved metal bookshelf that resembles the bow of a ship, passed along by her granddaughter, who had bought it at an auction. It brings to mind one of her newest works: the large-scale installation "
Drifting Toward Twilight
," a 17-foot-long vintage canoe that sits atop a bed of brambles harvested from the grounds of Los Angeles County's Huntington Library, Art Museum and Botanical Gardens. On view at the museum through November of next year, the readymade sculpture has been imaginatively altered by Saar. She added wood burrows to either end of the boat in order to disrupt the manufactured vessel with the delightful deformity of nature and, inside the boat, in place of passengers, she installed antlers, some of which are attached to the salvaged parts of an old merry-go-round. The canoe, itself a symbol of early America and the country's long history of trade and forced migration, displays other antlers inside of antique cages. These last objects recur through Saar's work as a shorthand for captivity. For decades, Saar's own career was confined by the prejudices of the art establishment; although she has consistently shown and sold her work widely, it wasn't until she was in her 90s that major museums and institutions took significant notice.



"'Drifting Toward Twilight' is truly a legacy work; it's full circle," Saar says. "I used to come to the Huntington with my mother when I was a child. She loved to garden, especially African violets, and she passed that love of plants and nature on to me." Saar grew up in Watts, one of Los Angeles's historically working-class neighborhoods, before her family moved outside of the city proper to the more affluent Pasadena, not far from the museum's grounds. Beginning her career as a printmaker, she encountered the work of Joseph Cornell at the Pasadena Museum of Art in 1967, after which Saar began experimenting with what would become her signature mixed-media style. "They were beautiful and funny and fascinating," Saar says of Cornell's shadow box assemblages, many of which were made of repurposed junk. "I saw his work and realized that it was OK to make art out of anything." One of her most famous pieces combines the influence of Cornell with an activist spirit: "The Liberation of Aunt Jemima" (1972), an assemblage that centers on a derogatory mammy figurine standing atop a bed of cotton. Created in the aftermath of the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.'s 1968 assassination, Saar's doll turned the caricature of Black women as domestic servants on its head; arming her with a rifle and a hand grenade, Saar makes Aunt Jemima into a heroine, a protector, a self-emancipating revolutionary.



Nearly six decades later, the artist's assemblages continue to bring together seemingly disparate references and symbols, transforming them into tributes to Black power. At 
Saar's solo show
 at Roberts Projects in Los Angeles, which closes tomorrow, eight small, decorative boxes hold antique masks, vintage textiles and hand-carved ephemera. These objects are juxtaposed alongside digital detritus -- circuit boards, resistors -- that line the wooden boxes like wallpaper. Saar has been collecting computer parts since a monthlong residency at M.I.T. in 1987, but the scraps on view at Roberts Projects came from her grandson, who was getting rid of an old device.



Through the years, Saar has remained singularly committed to her art. "I make art because I enjoy the process of creating, of finding interesting objects and putting them together to create a feeling or tell a story. If you like my artwork, fine. If you don't, that's fine, too," she says. She describes her house as "an altar that is made up of mini-altars." "I have big windows to see out to the hills of my canyon, to see nature. I have my studios full of things to make art. I have everything I need." From that home in the hills, Saar wrote responses to T's 
Artist's Questionnaire
.



What is your day like? How much do you sleep, and what's your work schedule? How many hours of creative work do you think you do in a day?



Well, I do like my bed. When I wake up, I can turn and look out a window and see my plants and a few houses on the hill. I ease into my day unless I have an appointment or meeting. After breakfast and getting dressed, I'll wander into the studio and maybe work on some watercolors. My daughter Tracye is my studio director and, when she's over, we'll do office things or work together on larger projects. I get a bit tired around 5 p.m. and start to wrap things up. I'm 97, after all.



What's the first piece of art you ever made?



I still have a crayon drawing from when I was a child. But I guess my first artworks are my prints from the 1960s. My assemblages came later, in the '70s.




Saar selects her materials based on her own thematic legend. "Using a ladies' glove or vanity mirror makes the work about women. The tall ship symbolizes slavery. Clocks are about aging and the passing of time," she says.




What's the worst studio you ever had?



I wouldn't say I've ever had a bad studio. Sure, things may have been small or awkward or inconvenient -- I used to have trays of printmaking acid with young children around -- but I've always made do with what I had. If you have a small studio, you make small art. I've been very fortunate to be able to add a studio on to my house, and I have an Airstream trailer studio out in the desert.



What's the first work you ever sold?



I think the first real artwork I sold was a little enameled box [for about $3 to $5 around 1950]. I had been making enamel giftware with a friend, the artist and educator Curtis Tann, and we had a business called Brown & Tann. (Brown was my maiden name.) Later, in the '60s, I started to sell my prints.



When you start a new piece, where do you begin? How do you know when you're done?



I start with the found materials. Sometimes it's an old wooden box, sometimes it's an object to go inside of a box. I combine and alter objects and swap things out in a kind of stream-of-consciousness way. I know when it feels right. I know when it feels complete.



Do you listen to music when you're making art?



I like silence. Sometimes an assistant will play classical music softly, but I'd rather have silence and my own thoughts. I like hearing the background sounds of my house and my neighborhood.



When did you first feel comfortable saying you're a professional artist?



I was always attracted to art and creating ever since I was a child. I received a B.A. in Design from U.C.L.A. and did my greeting cards and enamelware designs, then I started learning printmaking. I kept trying new mediums and, when I hit on assemblage art, it all felt right. I felt like things really came together when I received [my first] National Endowment of the Arts fellowship in 1974 and realized then that I was an artist.




No corner of Saar's studio is left unadorned. "Sometimes a particular object speaks to me and I find someplace for it to go," she says.




Is there a meal you eat on repeat when you're working?



Not a meal so much as a few things that are always on my shopping list: fresh watermelon and Dr Pepper. Occasionally an In-N-Out hamburger.



What's the last thing that made you cry?



I've had a lot of deaths in my family recently. I guess that's what happens when you get old.



What do you usually wear when you work?



I don't like being cold, so I wear lots of layers. Cozy sweatpants, T-shirts, flannels and maybe a Uniqlo vest. If I'm doing something messy, I'll wear a big denim shirt as a smock.



What embarrasses you?



Not a lot, because I'm 97 and I've been there, done that and moved on!



What are you reading?



I subscribe to The New Yorker, but it's hard to keep up. I buy a lot of art books that I browse through, including some of my own catalogs. I recently autographed a copy of my exhibition catalog "Still Tickin'" (2017) for a neighbor. It's a really nice book!



What's your favorite artwork by someone else?



There are many artists whose work I admire, such as Joseph Cornell, Charles White, Suzanne Jackson, Nick Cave, David Hammons, Gustav Klimt -- and of course my daughters Lezley and Alison Saar. But I guess my favorite work of art is Simon Rodia's 
Watts Towers
. When I was a child, I'd visit my grandmother who lived in Watts and we'd walk by the towers as Simon was making them. We didn't know what the heck he was doing, but it was beautiful. I didn't know it was art because I was just used to seeing paintings but, unbeknown to me at the time, it was very formative to my becoming an artist, and especially an assemblage artist.



This interview has been edited and condensed.
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On the Verge



A Romantic New Clothing Line With Hidden Quirks



The designer Meruert Tolegen started out making children's wear. Her pieces for adults combine precise construction with a playful spirit.








By Kate Guadagnino


May 07, 2024


In February, the designer Meruert Tolegen made her New York Fashion Week debut in the midst of a winter storm. As snow fell outside the windows of her chosen venue, a former shopping arcade in Chinatown, models walked in fittingly romantic clothes, including a Pierrot-inspired black silk dress with beaded flowers; an ivory smocked, embroidered-lace dress with panniers; and an enveloping white satin puffer coat with a dainty floral print. Emphasizing the moment's synergy were the show notes, which included a passage from the Belgian writer Paul Willems's 1983 story collection, "The Cathedral of Mist." An excerpt: "The sound of our voices changed and bent, too, beneath the whiteness, while the flakes piled on our clothes and hats."



It was a notably serene show, and one that announced the arrival of a new talent. Tolegen, 32, who previously showed collections in Paris, makes personality-suffused clothes rich in both trimmings and technical skill. And, though her work has hints of the antique -- "When I say I like vintage, I mean the 1800s," she says -- it also feels modern and fresh. Her namesake brand was born out of La Petite Anais, an online children's clothing retailer that Tolegen, who'd begun her career as a scientific researcher, launched in 2019. Soon after, she added an in-house line of her own designs; among the current offerings are a jacquard coat with a Peter Pan collar and a motif of strawberry vines, and a pink lace dress with a rosebud-strewn yoke. Having decided she might like to wear something similar, she started posting women's looks on Instagram in 2020, though her love of beauty and craftsmanship was established long before.



Until settling with her family in the San Francisco Bay Area at age 10, Tolegen grew up in Almaty, the largest city in Kazakhstan,
 
and spent much of her time at her grandparents' house, which had a yellow facade and a wraparound garden she'd help her grandmother tend. "At night, these big beetles, maybe two inches wide and all green and blue and pink, would gather around the lights," she recalls. During the colder months, she'd knit and crochet with her grandmother, surrounded by the rugs and pottery that Tolegen's grandfather had picked up on his travels. At the top of the house was a cupola, whose interior, with its low table and myriad 
korpe -- 
hand-stitched patchwork tapestries -- resembled a yurt and, whenever Tolegen felt upset or otherwise moved, she'd climb the staircase to the dome and draw pictures of the Trans-Ili Alatau mountains, which border the city to the south.



Her women's line started as its own art project: "I kind of just made what was inside my head," she says, adding that it has since become more wearable. The voluminous but lightweight Pierrot dress, for instance, is an update of one of her earliest designs, originally made from a prohibitively heavy velvet. Her clothes, which are hand-knit and -embellished in New York, where she's lived since 2013, have also become more grown up. "When you have a child you're dressing, they have this cuteness about them and you want some of that cuteness yourself, but a little bit of that has faded away," says Tolegen, whose daughter, Anais, is now 7. "Being a mother was such a big part of my identity, but now I'm coming back to myself and rediscovering who I am."



One way Tolegen cuts the sweetness is with sharp tailoring. "Let's say you're wearing one of the dresses with the floral print and the lace and the bows, but then you pair it with what almost looks like a tail coat," says the designer, who also combines sensibilities within individual pieces, like a pleated twill skirt with a flash of lace that interrupts the garment's clean lines. "I know it's just one skirt, but I think it really gets at the notion of a woman being both strong and soft," she says.




The designer at her home in Manhattan, wearing a floral jacquard dress from her line.




But Tolegen's vision extends beyond a single gender -- she challenged herself by showing a few men's looks in February -- and her line's admirers aren't limited by age, either. When the designer held a presentation in her home country last year, her grandmother's cousin, who is in her early 80s, arrived in one of the brand's pieces, a satin coat splashed with images of fruit, flowers and rabbits. What Tolegen's fans share, in her eyes, is an artistic streak, and perhaps a sense of humor -- because she enjoys a bit of whimsical irreverence. The dainty print on the puffer coat, for example, features ghostly figures flying through ranunculus in the nude, and a print from last season incorporates creatures that are part-woman and part-swan. "It's almost like a secret," she says. "If you really look, you'll see it. Otherwise, it just seems like a cute floral print with ladies in dresses."



Model: Zahra Traore at Elite NYC. Casting by Studio Bauman. Set design: Adrian Ababovic. Set assistant: Maggie DiMarco. Hair: Jadis Jolie at E.D.M.A. Makeup: Eunice Kristen at E.D.M.A.
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Third Wheel



Bumble to Users: You Need Sex. Users to Bumble: Get Lost.



A new advertising campaign from the dating app set off a firestorm of criticism, prompting the company to apologize.




A new Bumble billboard in Los Angeles. Bumble has since apologized for ads.




By Gina Cherelus


May 14, 2024


When the dating app Bumble received backlash over the weekend for an ad campaign telling women that "a vow of celibacy is not the answer," the anger came as no surprise.



Resisting sex for reasons personal, political or somewhere in between
 
may feel as if it has been gaining steam recently, but it's not a new concept. In Aristophanes's classic Greek comedy "Lysistrata," the title character sets off on a mission to end the Peloponnesian War through the strategic denial of sex. She also persuades women in other Greek cities to withhold physical intimacy from their husbands and lovers as a way to negotiate peace.



Today, abstaining from sex may not be a common strategy used to broker treaties, but sex is still a powerful tool. More recently, the trend of choosing to abstain from sex, decentering men or going "boy sober" has made inroads with women. Perhaps it's one way women are searching for peace within themselves after one too many situationships, ghostings and other romantic hardships.



On Monday, Bumble said in a statement that it was in the process of removing the ads from its global campaign and would be making donations to the National Domestic Violence Hotline and other organizations, offering those groups the billboard spaces.



"We made a mistake," the company 
said
. "Our ads referencing celibacy were an attempt to lean into a community frustrated by modern dating, and instead of bringing joy and humor, we unintentionally did the opposite."



Videos and photos of Bumble billboards in Los Angeles quickly spread on social media and were flooded with replies criticizing the company.



"The fact that @bumble released all these ads that are low key coming at women for our decision to either not be on the apps, not date, be celibate but aren't addressing the behavior of men on these apps speaks volumes," one user 
wrote on X
.



Even the model and actress Julia Fox commented under 
one post on TikTok
, revealing that she's also celibate and is enjoying it: "2.5 years of celibacy and never been better tbh," she wrote.



Jordan Emanuel, a D.J. living in New York 
currently starring
 on Bravo's "Summer House: Martha's Vineyard," said her first reaction to the advertisement was shock and confusion. She felt that the statement was "anti-choice."



"You know there's a certain reputation for certain apps to have hookup culture. We all know that. I did not consider Bumble one of those," she said in a phone interview. "So unless that is where they're headed, I don't see how even referencing sex at all, frankly, makes sense if you're trying to actually find a serious relationship."



Ms. Emanuel, 32, said she had been celibate for about two years until about three weeks ago, after deciding she was ready to become intimate with somebody else.



"I would say it's made it easier in that now I know exactly what I want," she said. "Now I know exactly what I will tolerate. Now I know exactly what boundaries feel safe for me and what do not."



This recent effort by Bumble to lure back its users is part of a larger rebrand by the company. Last month it rolled out a new visual identity and 
debuted new features
, including "Opening Moves," which allows men to make the first move on an app that had long placed that ball in female users' court.



Match Group and Bumble -- whose market share make up nearly the entire industry -- have 
lost more than $40 billion since 2021
, a sign that dating apps have lost their luster. Other dating apps, like Hinge and Tinder, have also debuted marketing campaigns in the past year to encourage more downloads, emphasizing a shift.



Framing celibacy and abstinence from sex as a negative isn't all that different from framing promiscuity and sexual freedom as shameful. After the backlash, it's evident that what women want is autonomy over their bodies.



For Tobi Ijitoye, a program manager who lives in London, the campaign felt similar to societal pressures women feel with dating or settling down in a relationship.



"It's like, 'Oh no, you have to engage in dating, you have to try and find a man or else you're going to end up with cats.' And I'm like, Why is that a threat?" Ms. Ijitoye said in a phone interview. "You want me to use the app, but you're threatening me by telling me that the choices that I've made as an adult human being is going to make me miserable?"



Ms. Ijitoye, 32, has been off dating apps since January, opting, she said, to seek more meaningful real-life connections instead of being on apps, receiving requests for random hookups and limping through shallow conversations.



"I think that was the thing that annoyed me: I was just getting super sexually explicit messages," she said. "I'm like, You could just be normal?"



Send your thoughts, 
stories and tips to 
thirdwheel@nytimes.com
.
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Michael Cohen and Rosie O'Donnell: A Love Story



For years, Donald J. Trump hurled insults her way. Now, she is BFF with his former enforcer.



By Jacob Bernstein


May 15, 2024


The text came through on Michael D. Cohen's iPhone on Monday morning, shortly before he took the stand in a Manhattan courtroom as the star witness in the criminal case against his former boss, Donald J. Trump: "breathe - relax - tell the truth - u got this - i love u."



An hour later, another text came in from the same person: "Ur doing great."



"Thank you and truly love you," Mr. Cohen wrote back to the sender, who was not his wife, either of his children or another family member, but the comedian and actress Rosie O'Donnell.



Politics, the cliche goes, makes strange bedfellows. But few relationships seem as unlikely as the intense bond that has developed between Mr. Cohen and Ms. O'Donnell, two Long Island natives of the same generation who were pulled into Mr. Trump's force field in vastly different ways years ago, and who connected as they surveyed the damage afterward.



It is not lost on Ms. O'Donnell, 62, that Mr. Cohen, 57, once helped carry out Mr. Trump's campaign of insults against her, tormenting her for her looks and her weight and calling her "wacko."



The story of their friendship is one of New York celebrity and Long Island aspirations, blustery personalities and oversize egos. It involves a prison visit, Barbara Walters, Twitter insults, forgiveness and a kind of shared world-weariness.



"We talk and communicate on a regular basis," Ms. O'Donnell said in a long phone conversation on Monday. "I know this has been a tumultuous time, so I check in. It's a big thing to be in a position to be able to change the whole country in some way."



An Unlikely Pairing



To understand this story, you must first understand Ms. O'Donnell's distaste for Mr. Trump, which stretches back three decades. In 1991, she got her big break in "A League of Their Own," the film about a female baseball team during World War II.



One of her co-stars was Madonna, whom she read during filming had been on a date with Mr. Trump. When Ms. O'Donnell made a joke about it to Madonna, the singer responded that nothing of the sort had taken place, that Mr. Trump had simply made up the story for publicity.



In 1993, Ms. O'Donnell was cast in a Broadway revival of "Grease." When a member of the cast was invited to Mr. Trump's wedding to Marla Maples at the Plaza Hotel, Ms. O'Donnell attended as a plus one. She was not impressed with the groom.



"He walked down the aisle and shook the celebrities' hands," Ms. O'Donnell said on Monday.



Things escalated in 2006, when Ms. O'Donnell joined ABC's "The View," the chat fest co-created by the anchorwoman Barbara Walters.



Shortly before Christmas that year, news broke that the recently crowned Miss USA, Tara Conner, was caught doing cocaine in a New York nightclub.




Ms. O'Donnell joined Barbara Walters as a co-host of "The View" in 2006 and left in 2007.




Mr. Trump, who owned the Miss USA pageant, announced that Ms. Conner would be forgiven if she went to rehab. The media coverage he received for this was largely positive.



On "The View," Ms. O'Donnell, who felt Mr. Trump was capitalizing on a young woman's drug problem, veered from conventional wisdom. She flipped her hair over her face and did a withering impersonation of Mr. Trump, and she questioned his role as moral arbiter and successful businessman.



"He inherited a lot of money and he's been bankrupt so many times,'' she exclaimed, adding that "the people beneath him, who he owed money to, got shorted out of the money." (Mr. Trump had never personally declared bankruptcy, though his businesses had.)



Mr. Trump threatened to sue "The View" and Ms. Walters personally. Ms. Walters got on the phone with him to smooth things over. Soon enough, Mr. Trump was appearing all over cable news calling Ms. O'Donnell "wacko" and "fat," and he said Ms. Walters personally told him that she regretted hiring Ms. O'Donnell.



The year after, despite soaring ratings, Ms. O'Donnell left the show. But her feud with Mr. Trump never ended. She became a fixture and a punchline in the supermarket tabloids, which she always suspected, without being able to prove, was the work of Mr. Trump and of the man who was always at his side, Mr. Cohen.




Ms. O'Donnell at a protest outside the White House in 2018 against Mr. Trump, who was then the president.




The Letter to an Inmate



Ms. O'Donnell has long had what her friends sometimes call a rescuer complex. On her own talk show, she occasionally hired the most down-and-out stand-ups to work in the writers' room. And despite what Ms. Walters reportedly said about her, Ms. O'Donnell accompanied her to the theater when, toward the end of her life, she was in failing health.



As a comic, Ms. O'Donnell is bighearted and pugnacious, with a desire both to lift people and to land a blow. So she was well suited, in a way, to become friends with a man who went from being the dedicated foot servant of her tormentor to his most dangerous defector.



On Dec. 18, 2019, she watched the House impeach Mr. Trump for the first time. She found herself thinking of his loyal fixer, Mr. Cohen, who had been sent upstate to prison that month, after pleading guilty to tax evasion and campaign finance violations. (The campaign finance charges are at the heart of the criminal case now being tried against Mr. Trump, who prosecutors say used Mr. Cohen to help cover up a story about his involvement with Stormy Daniels, a pornographic film actress. Mr. Trump has pleaded not guilty and denounced Mr. Cohen as a "rat" and a liar.)



Ms. O'Donnell felt Mr. Cohen was paying the price for Mr. Trump's sins. And Mr. Cohen, with his heavy Nassau County accent, reminded her of the boys she knew growing up in Commack, on Long Island. "He was every guy I went to high school with," she said. (Mr. Cohen grew up in Lawrence, about 30 minutes from Commack.)



Mr. Cohen was sent to Otisville, 86 miles north of New York City, as part of a three-year sentence. Ms. O'Donnell found him. "I got his inmate number and I sent him a letter," she said. It was six pages long.



In the letter, Ms. O'Donnell said she believed that Mr. Cohen had helped Mr. Trump wage his campaign to discredit her. Nevertheless, she said, she was grateful to him, and viewed his decision to turn on his boss as an act of heroism. She believed in redemption and wanted Mr. Cohen to know that she forgave him for everything that had transpired between her and Mr. Trump.



"When someone is in a relationship that unhealthy and breaks free, it's a very lonely time," she said on Monday, adding that she did not necessarily expect to hear back from Mr. Cohen. She also realized he might not be seeking her forgiveness.



But Inmate No. 86067-054 soon wrote back.



"He asked me to come visit him," Ms. O'Donnell said. The last person she visited in prison, in 2004, was her friend Martha Stewart, who was serving five months in a federal penitentiary on charges related to insider trading.



To visit Ms. Stewart, Ms. O'Donnell had to fly to Alderson, W. Va. To see Mr. Cohen, Ms. O'Donnell simply got in a car and had her driver take her to Otisville.



She thought she would be with Mr. Cohen for an hour. Instead, they spent more than six hours talking. He apologized to her for the role he played in Mr. Trump's attacks, Ms. O'Donnell said.



They discussed the state of the republic, they discussed Mr. Trump, and they discussed being parents and growing up on Long Island. At one point, they held hands, she said. Over the course of the afternoon, Mr. Cohen showed some of his old traits -- a grandiosity and a boost in his self-esteem from being close to celebrity.



"Michael was sort of proudly introducing me to people, the friends he had met there," Ms. O'Donnell said. Yet he also displayed signs of being "quiet," inquisitive and self-reflective, she said.



Mr. Cohen's character is a focus of Mr. Trump's trial. Even as prosecutors present Mr. Cohen as the key witness against his former boss, they describe him as a liar and a jerk and suggest he can be trusted only sparingly.



Ms. O'Donnell, however, believes Mr. Cohen has been trying to sort out how his need for attention and the proximity of a celebrity led him to get "caught in the swirl and undertow" of a toxic relationship, as she put it in the interview on Monday.




Mr. Cohen is testifying at Mr. Trump's criminal trial in Manhattan.




Staying in Touch



After 13 months in Otisville, Mr. Cohen was released in May 2020 and permitted to serve the rest of his sentence from his Park Avenue apartment.



That September, Simon & Schuster published "Disloyal: A Memoir," Mr. Cohen's account of his life with Mr. Trump.



In it, Mr. Cohen described his own involvement in the smearing of Ms. O'Donnell, and how he had winced when Mr. Trump's comments about her came up during a presidential debate moderated by Megyn Kelly in 2015. Ms. Kelly asked Mr. Trump about his verbal tirades against women, whom he called "fat pigs," "dogs," "slobs" and "disgusting animals."



"Only Rosie O'Donnell," Mr. Trump replied.



"The O'Donnell feud had indeed been one of the lowest of his many Twitter lows," Mr. Cohen wrote in the memoir. "My knowledge was firsthand, because I had access to Trump's Twitter account and permission to post on his behalf, one of only two people with that privilege. I'd been part of the brain trust coming up with juvenile taunts to O'Donnell and so I was acutely aware of the childish impulse behind the insults."



With the book's rollout came a podcast hosted by Mr. Cohen, "Mea Culpa," whose first guest was Ms. O'Donnell. "I can't say enough about her as a person, other than that the woman is truly a mensch," he said to introduce her.



Mr. Cohen said the letter she sent him about his work for Mr. Trump was a "kick to the gut" that helped him realize "how much I had helped him to hurt people, yourself included."



"Here was a woman I helped attack and vilify on behalf of Donald J. Trump and she reached out to me out of kindness and empathy," he added. "I saw a better way forward."



Since then, they have stayed in touch. In December, they had dinner at a restaurant in New York, the name of which eludes her.



"Some very fancy place on Park Avenue that's popular with bankers," she said by phone on Monday afternoon from her home in Los Angeles, as she packed for a trip to New York, where she will be filming scenes on "And Just Like That," the "Sex and the City" revival.



"We had a steak," she said.



Ms. O'Donnell said on Monday that it had not always been easy helping Mr. Cohen navigate his public profile. "He has a hard time taking suggestions."



Last week, the judge overseeing the Trump trial made it clear to prosecutors that Mr. Cohen's conduct, including his TikTok appearances taunting and disparaging Mr. Trump, was causing problems.



But Ms. O'Donnell's assessment of what he did in court on Monday was unambiguous.



"A home run," she texted him. "Day one done and u killed it."



His response? "I'm beyond tired."
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Why Did Camille Charriere Pick a Fight With Kim Kardashian?



A fashion influencer stirred things up -- not necessarily in a good way -- by comparing her work to a collection by Skims. She'd rather talk about sustainability.



By Jessica Roy


May 08, 2024


When Camille Charriere designed a capsule 
collection
 for the British intimates brand Stripe & Stare last year, she was not expecting the line to cause controversy -- and certainly not expecting to start a public fight with Kim Kardashian and her 
billion-dollar brand
, Skims. But after Ms. Charriere accused Skims of copying her work in a 
post on X
 that has since been widely shared on social media, that's exactly what happened.



Here's everything you need to know about the internet's latest fashion drama, and why Ms. Charriere thinks her point has been misconstrued.



What's going on?



Ms. Charriere is a fashion influencer, designer and contributing editor at Elle UK who has collaborated with brands like Chloe, Mango and Tommy Hilfiger. Last year, she worked with Stripe & Stare to design a line of underwear and basics in delicate florals, olive greens and soft yellows, which was marketed as sustainable and compostable. On Tuesday, as social media was humming along with 
Met Gala discourse
, Ms. Charriere directly accused Ms. Kardashian and Skims of stealing her work, offering side-by-side examples.



Ms. Charriere said that the Stripe & Stare design was hand-drawn in London, and that they tested several colorways before landing on the one for sale on the website.



"I'm by no means claiming that I've invented the floral baby tee," Ms. Charriere said in a phone interview on Wednesday. "Like, there's no part of me that thinks that we did that. But the whole point of this collection -- and it's what I was trying to get out in this tweet -- is that we wanted to offer a better alternative to what is arguably just landfill."



"It's surprising that six months -- which is exactly the lead time that it would take them to turn it around after we did this T-shirt -- they came up with the exact same one," she added. "I'm not saying we invented that T-shirt, but I do know how collections get built. I work in fashion. I know how mood boarding works. I know how trends work."



Has Ms. Kardashian or Skims responded?



Neither Ms. Kardashian nor Skims have publicly commented on Ms. Charriere's accusation. Derris, a public relations firm that has worked with Skims, did not reply to requests for comment by the time of this article's publication.



What has the response been to Ms. Charriere's accusation?



Ms. Kardashian's fans, Skims devotees and other opinionated social media users quickly pounced on Ms. Charriere's post, which, according to X's metrics, had been viewed nearly a million times as of Wednesday afternoon.



Some on X 
accused
 Ms. Charriere of claiming ownership over a common design: "Omg a small floral baby tee??? Truly never been done before this is my first time seeing one," read 
one post
. In other posts, X users declared their 
allegiance
 to the Skims version: "Kims is cuter and fits better."



Ms. Charriere said she was taken aback by how much attention her post received. "I don't think I've ever had something that has made people so riled up," she said. "Literally, like, hordes of people retweeting it yesterday and insulting me. I think it's just so interesting. It's just interesting, because people totally missed the point of my tweet."



What 
was
 the point of the post?



Ms. Charriere said that by pointing out the similarities between her Stripe & Stare items and the Skims items, she had hoped to emphasize how the sustainable approach to her pieces was not reflected in the Skims versions.



"Copy the conscious, copy the innovation, copy the thing that actually matters about this product, instead of providing people with the exact replica of this at a much larger scale," she said.



Stripe & Stare is a certified 
B-Corp
 -- a designation that is owed, in part, to its commitment to sustainable fashion practices -- while Skims was ranked at the bottom of the 2024 Fashion Accountability Report, which is 
published
 by the Remake, an advocacy organization focused in part on reducing the environmental impact of the fashion industry. The report had Skims tied at the bottom of the list with fast-fashion giants like Temu and Fashion Nova, noting the company's lack of transparency and accountability.



"No one is trying to cancel anyone," Ms. Charriere said. "The Kardashians are who they are, they're not going away. But at the same time it's infuriating to see the way they do business. If you're going to operate a business at such a huge scale, then do it well. You've got the resources, just do it."
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She Wanted to Help Strangers. Would They Take Her Up on It?



Bianca Giaever wasn't feeling very helpful in her daily life, so she tried to do small favors for passers-by in Union Square. It got complicated.




Bianca Giaever, a filmmaker and radio producer in New York, took to the city's streets for a monthlong project she called "Free Help."




By James Yeh


May 09, 2024


On an overcast morning in April, Bianca Giaever was anxiously loitering outside the Union Square subway station. She scanned the New Yorkers rushing along on their weekday commutes and tried to psych herself up to go talk to them.



She was dressed rather noticeably, and perhaps slightly humiliatingly, in a red jumpsuit and a white sandwich board she had assembled the night before, writing the words "FREE HELP" in red marker.



It was the first day of a project by Ms. Giaever, 34, a filmmaker and radio producer whose work, inspired by performance artists like 
Sophie Calle
 and 
Tehching Hsieh
, often involves personal journeys and interactions with strangers. She planned to offer 
no-strings-attached assistance
 to whomever she could, for about a month or so. No ask would be too small, thankless or absurd -- "ANYTHING! (Except sex!)" she noted wryly on the business cards she printed up.



While seemingly straightforward, her mission had already opened up plenty of room for uncertainty. Would the strangers in this supposedly cold and impersonal city accept her help? And if they did, how much could she really help them? Over the course of the four days I spent with Ms. Giaever, things would get more complicated. But at the moment, she was focused only on finding her first client.



"Partly the motivation is not feeling helpful in my day-to-day life," Ms. Giaever told
 
me
 
as she made a lap through Union Square. (Ms. Giaever was previously an employee of The New York Times.) Helping people, she said, was not her natural instinct: "I feel guilty about that. So I feel like I needed a project to push me to be more generous."



At first, most passers-by ignored her. A few smirked or snapped furtive photos with their phones. That may have been because of the sandwich board -- or because of the small camera crew following her around to document the project.



An hour in, Ms. Giaever had helped four Xavier High School teenagers who were shooting a student movie (she played the role of interviewer) and a 25-year-old single mother of two young daughters, whom Ms. Giaever babysat for 15 minutes while the camera rolled. But the mother, who said she was currently unhoused, became uneasy when asked to sign a release form for Ms. Giaever's film. Apologizing, she declined.



Ms. Giaever had better luck with Miky Poch, 17, a student from Professional Performing Arts High School, who was seeking romantic advice. Ms. Poch said she dumped her girlfriend last year for a "hot girl summer." Now she wanted to win her back.



"Why don't you just lay it all out there?" Ms. Giaever suggested. "Write her a letter and say: 'I want to get back together, and I will wait until this date. And then if I don't hear back from you by this date, I'm going to move on.'"



"Actually that's a really good idea," Ms. Poch said. "I never put any risk out there for her. So it's a risk for me."



After noting the possibility of rejection, Ms. Giaever pressed her new client to nail down some specifics. "OK, so how are you going to tell her?" she asked.



"Probably a letter," Ms. Poch replied. "I write music, and I produce songs, so I can always release a song about her."



"If you need any help with the backup instruments or anything, I'm happy to help you," Ms. Giaever said. She handed her a card.



Ms. Giaever was buoyed by her apparent success, but she wanted to go deeper with her clients. "I haven't honed in on exactly what the theme is I'm talking to people about," she said. "Is it their relationship to service? I mainly just want to know, like, legitimately, what their biggest struggles are in their lives."



The Wall



She was only a few days into the project, but that Friday, Ms. Giaever took a break from Union Square to make good on a favor she had promised the filmmaker 
Caveh Zahedi
, a friend and mentor. Technically, it was part of the project because she was offering him her free labor. Mr. Zahedi had asked her to come over to his small south Brooklyn apartment to paint a fleur-de-lis pattern on a wall in the kitchen.



Things got off to a rocky start. Ms. Giaever, her film crew, Mr. Zahedi and his 12-year-old daughter, Scarlett, couldn't quite agree on where to place the designs or what colors to use.



On one wall, Mr. Zahedi had taped a few dozen paint swatches from Benjamin Moore, with the store's name, logo and other details at the bottom of each swatch.



"I don't like the words," Ms. Giaever said. She suggested cutting off the swatch bottoms.



Mr. Zahedi laughed. "Are you trying to help?" he asked. "Or are you trying to make it your own?"



"So you're not asking for my interior design opinions," Ms. Giaever said, summing it up. "You're just asking me to execute."



"Yes."



"Understood."




Ms. Giaever tried her best to help Caveh Zahedi, a friend and mentor of hers, stencil gold fleur-de-lis onto a wall in his Brooklyn apartment.




Thirty minutes later, Mr. Zahedi's Roman gray wall was decorated with a row of wonky, half-smudged fleur-de-lis. As the crew refined their technique, each successive fleur-de-lis less wonky and smudged, Scarlett, alarmed by the powerful fumes coming from cans of gold spray paint, piled on KN95 masks.



"I have so many mixed feelings," Mr. Zahedi said. "Remorse. Regret. Joy. Gratitude."



At last, the job was complete: seven rows of gold spray-painted fleur-de-lis, and a single, lightly smeared emblem on the front door. Mr. Zahedi described the look as "I imagine, like, a villa in Venice."



For the camera, Ms. Giaever asked Mr. Zahedi what he thought of her project. "I think helping others is the center of life," he said. He said he thought "Free Help" was "trying to explore the center, which is good."



Ms. Giaever asked him to "rate your customer satisfaction on a scale from 1 to 10."



"Well, just in terms of coolness and kindness, 10," Mr. Zahedi answered. "In terms of design, perfection? Three."



That night, however, he texted her an amendment. "I really love the wall," he said. "It took a while but it is growing on me."



The Heckler



After her afternoon with Mr. Zahedi, it began to dawn on Ms. Giaever that some people might question whether her desire to help was more self-serving than it was genuine, particularly with her film crew in tow. Back in Union Square, Ms. Giaever found herself tailed by a young man in a hoodie with an aggrieved expression.



"You have to gain attention to help people?" the man called out. "There's a shelter two blocks down. There's a lot of people who need help right there. You really want to help people, you don't need a sign that says 'FREE HELP.'"



The distressed young man claimed to have recently seen the gruesome sight of two dead bodies in public.



"His critique -- your help is not altruistic because you're doing this to make a film -- is true," Ms. Giaever admitted a few blocks away at a Mediterranean restaurant, where the crew sat down for lunch.



Her father, who lives in Seattle, where she grew up, had raised a similar point. "That's exactly what my dad is like: 'You're drawing unnecessary attention to yourself. Just go volunteer like a normal person,'" she said. "He keeps sending me photos because he volunteered somewhere this morning, and he was like, 'Gave some 
free help
.'"



She said she had already tried to help several unhoused people in Union Square, but she was going to heed the heckler's note, and go to Paul's Place, a homeless shelter on 14th Street.



Still, Ms. Giaever remained undeterred from her original vision for the project. And she found that even within its constraints, she could get close to the raw material of another person's life. But the closer she got, the more enormous their need for help became and meager her offerings seemed.



One day in Union Square, she was approached by an unemployed and undocumented 24-year-old young man from Ivory Coast who required an interpreter. So Ms. Giaever posted a note on Instagram, looking for a French speaker. Yadir Lakehal, 29, a scientist from Morocco, got wind of the request -- his friend had seen Ms. Giaever and her sign on the train and mentioned it to him.



A few days later, at an outdoor table near Bryant Park, with Mr. Lakehal's assistance, Ms. Giaever helped the undocumented man post a "service offered" listing on Craigslist. The three waded through a job-seeker questionnaire on the app TaskRabbit.



"Ask if he has any gardening experience," Ms. Giaever said, reading aloud from the site. "One of the skills is 'waiting in line.'"



When Mr. Lakehal translated it to the young man, he chuckled and covered his face with his hands.



"Why's he laughing?" she asked.



"He's, like, surprised that this is a thing," Mr. Lakehal explained.



Ms. Giaever made plans to accompany her new client to a nonprofit program she had researched called African Communities Together, in Harlem, and offered him ad hoc English lessons.



After they parted, Ms. Giaever opened her MacBook to reveal her desktop background, the title screen of the 1985 film "
Sherman's March: A Meditation on the Possibility of Romantic Love in the South During an Era of Nuclear Weapons Proliferation
" by Ross McElwee. "Free Help," she said half-jokingly, was her own "meditation on the possibility of service in New York City during an era of staggering inequality and impending global catastrophe."



"This project is kind of funny because I'm not that handy and I don't have a lot of skills," she said. "I'm not the best person when it comes to helping people, but it feels like in a lot of ways I've been helping people help themselves just through offering time, listening, talking, attention, just bringing a moment of serendipity into someone's day, and some positivity, encouragement, surprise, enthusiasm. Working with them to finish or do something they've been meaning to do."




Ms. Giaever bought food and drinks from Dunkin' for two of her clients. 




Initially, she had set aside 40 hours a week for the project. But she quickly found herself putting in 100-hour weeks. She had barely been sleeping, she said.



Her work has been made lighter by other people. It turns out, a willingness to help others is contagious. Many who came across Ms. Giaever turned her offer back onto her.



In Union Square, a young man in an elegant blue ankle-length caftan offered her a $10 bill. He pointed at her board. During the wall-painting session, one of Ms. Giaever's crew members, Sasha Whittle, 28, was helping to unbolt a bookshelf in Mr. Zahedi's kitchen. She asked if anyone could help loosen one of the screws, and it seemed churlish to say no. Then, catching myself, I asked if Mr. Zahedi had a better screwdriver. He did, and I offered it to Ms. Whittle.



"I feel like living in New York, an element of it is being open to strangers and connecting to them," Ms. Giaever said. "It happens in little ways all the time, so this is just kind of formalizing it." Still, she said she found it moving: "Like, wow, those people were so open to a chance encounter."



About a week into her project, Ms. Giaever found herself needing some serious help herself. Her hard drive, containing dozens of hours of shooting -- including the video of these very scenes -- crashed. She consulted some strangers on Reddit for help.



"Shout-out in particular to someone named Zorb," she told me a few days later, over the phone, as she drove the crew to meet a 40-something man in Jersey City who asked for help power-washing his boat. She said she had accepted the possibility that the footage may be gone forever.



"It helped kill some ego," she said. "Asking for help is really vulnerable, and it put me in a great space to empathize with people because a lot of the help tasks have been about loss in some way. People are literally getting rid of their stuff, or saying goodbye to a chapter of their life, or moving after a relationship ended, or if they're older and they lost someone."



She said she especially empathized with an 81-year-old man "whose storage unit was being cleared out and who had to say goodbye to a lifetime's worth of objects and move on."



"Often when people are asking for help, they regret how they did something in the past and they wish they had done something differently," she said of the project, which ends May 16. "And so I could really relate to that sort of self-loathing, where you're in a tricky position and you need help. It helps somewhat to commiserate."




"I feel like living in New York, an element of it is being open to strangers and connecting to them," Ms. Giaever said. "It happens in little ways all the time, so this is just kind of formalizing it."





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/05/09/style/bianca-giaever-free-help-union-square.html
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