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As Hegseth Vows to Fight, Trump Considers DeSantis for Defense Secretary

The president-elect appeared to be having serious conversations about picking Gov. Ron DeSantis of Florida as Pete Hegseth, the current selection, dismissed the allegations against him.

Pete Hegseth, President-elect Donald J. Trump's choice for defense secretary, said on Wednesday that the allegations against him were a fiction created by Mr. Trump's enemies. Kenny Holston/The New York Times



By Maggie Haberman, Jonathan Swan and Michael D. Shear



Dec 04, 2024 at 12:30 PM

Pete Hegseth launched a public campaign on Wednesday to shore up faltering support for his selection as defense secretary, saying in a high-profile interview that President-elect Donald J. Trump told him: "I got your back. It's a fight. They're coming after you."

But even as Mr. Hegseth insisted that Mr. Trump was urging him to fight, the president-elect appeared to be having serious conversations about picking Ron DeSantis, the Florida governor and his onetime primary rival, to be the defense secretary instead.

Mr. Trump has told people close to him that he likes the idea of giving Mr. DeSantis the job, saying it would be a "big story" if he resurrected Mr. DeSantis after defeating him. The president-elect has also praised Mr. DeSantis's ability to run the state of Florida, where Mr. Trump lives, and has mentioned that he is "a Navy guy."

Mr. Trump has privately mentioned Michael Waltz, the Florida congressman he picked as his national security adviser, as another option, pointing out that he would be easily confirmed by the Senate. But people close to Mr. Trump believe that Mr. DeSantis is his favored alternative at this moment if he decides to abandon Mr. Hegseth.

Speaking with Megyn Kelly of SiriusXM radio, Mr. Hegseth dismissed allegations of rape, sexual assault, financial mismanagement and drunken behavior as nothing but a fiction created by Mr. Trump's enemies. He compared it to accusations leveled against Justice Brett M. Kavanaugh during his Supreme Court confirmation hearings.

"It is the classic art of the smear," Mr. Hegseth said. "Take whatever tiny kernels of truth -- and there are tiny, tiny ones in there -- and blow them up into a masquerade of a narrative about somebody that I am definitely not."

He later told Ms. Kelly that if he was confirmed, he would not have "a drop of alcohol" during the time he serves as defense secretary.

He repeated his complaints about the news media in an essay in The Wall Street Journal on Wednesday, writing that "I look forward to an honest confirmation hearing with our distinguished senators -- not a show trial in the press."

Asked by reporters on Capitol Hill earlier in the day whether he would back down amid reports that Mr. Trump was already talking to Mr. DeSantis as a possible alternative, he said: "Why would I back down? I've always been a fighter."

Mr. Hegseth had arrived on Capitol Hill to talk with senators in the hopes of quelling concerns about the news media reports of his behavior, including a 2018 email from Mr. Hegseth's mother accusing him of a pattern of abuse toward women.

Penelope Hegseth, who said in the email that her son "belittles, lies, cheats, sleeps around," told a Fox News interviewer on Wednesday that she regretted sending the email and that Mr. Hegseth was no longer the person she lashed out at in 2018.

"Pete is a new person," Mrs. Hegseth said in an appearance on "Fox & Friends." She urged senators who will consider his nomination to listen to him now. "He's redeemed, forgiven, changed," she said.

Mrs. Hegseth's appearance was greeted with optimism by some people in Mr. Trump's orbit, who have told associates they believe it could help minimize some of the concerns about the swirl of allegations. They have also been encouraged by expressions of support for Mr. Hegseth from conservative activists on social media.

But Mr. Trump's allies fear that the public reporting about the president-elect's private conversations with Mr. DeSantis, which was published earlier by The Journal, has emboldened Republican senators to question Mr. Hegseth's viability.

The most anticipated meeting of the day for Mr. Hegseth was with Senator Joni Ernst, an Iowa Republican and combat veteran who has spoken about being sexually assaulted herself.

Ms. Ernst emerged from her closed-door meeting with Mr. Hegseth on Wednesday afternoon and told reporters that they had a "frank and thorough conversation." She did not answer any more questions, nor did Mr. Hegseth.

Allies for Mr. Trump had said that if Mr. Hegseth left the meeting with an endorsement from Ms. Ernst, it could have bolstered support for the beleaguered pick. They also said that if Ms. Ernst refused to back him, it could doom a candidacy that some Republicans already believe is all but dead.

Before the meeting, she had told reporters she needed to have "a very thorough discussion" with Mr. Hegseth.

Not long after he spoke to Ms. Kelly for the radio interview, Mr. Hegseth abruptly canceled a meeting with Senator Josh Hawley, Republican of Missouri, scheduled for Thursday. Transition officials said there were simply some scheduling issues and that the meeting would take place next week.

Senators Kevin Cramer of North Dakota and Lindsey Graham of South Carolina, who are both Trump loyalists, have called the allegations against Mr. Hegseth disturbing, even as they say he deserves a chance to tell his side of the story.

"We absolutely cannot have a secretary of defense that gets drunk on a regular basis," Mr. Cramer told The Washington Post, adding, "I got to know that he's got that problem licked."

Mr. Trump has made clear to people close to him that he believes Mr. Hegseth should have been more forthcoming about the problems he would face getting confirmed, according to two people with knowledge of his thinking.

Mr. Trump's discussions with Mr. DeSantis about being defense secretary included a conversation on Tuesday at a service honoring three Florida sheriff's deputies who were killed in a car crash.

But the number of people in Mr. Trump's world who dislike and distrust Mr. DeSantis -- and bitterly recall the campaign he ran against the president-elect -- is vast. Those people are discussing other options, including whether Mr. Waltz could slide into the job.

While criticizing Mr. Trump in the past is not always an obstacle for his appointees, Mr. DeSantis threw aggressive jabs at him during the primary. They included a flip line about paying money to a porn star, which was the basis for an indictment against Mr. Trump.

Mr. Trump has spent little if any personal capital with senators trying to push Mr. Hegseth through. And the president-elect's advisers are mindful in private discussions that Republican senators are trying to be respectful of Mr. Trump while not approving of a selection who concerns them.

Mr. Hegseth, 44, could become the third Trump pick to step aside after Matt Gaetz withdrew his name for attorney general and Sheriff Chad Chronister pulled out of consideration to lead the Drug Enforcement Administration.

In the past two weeks, Mr. Hegseth has been the subject of damaging reports. It was revealed that he had entered into a settlement agreement with a woman who accused him of rape in 2017. He insisted it was a consensual encounter, and Mr. Trump told aides at the time that he wanted to stick with Mr. Hegseth.

But the troublesome headlines, which Mr. Trump hates, only grew worse. The New York Times reported on the email his mother wrote him in 2018 as he was going through an acrimonious divorce, in which she told her son he had "abused" a number of women "in some way" over the years.

Mr. Trump has told people he was unhappy with the story about the email.

Mr. Hegseth was also the subject of a damning article in The New Yorker, which reported that he had been forced out as the head of two veterans' groups because of his behavior. NBC News reported on Tuesday that Mr. Hegseth's drinking worried his colleagues at Fox News.

It was unclear how extensive the vetting into Mr. Hegseth's past was by Mr. Trump's transition team.

The perception from people close to Mr. Hegseth was that if he wanted to save himself, he needed to perform well on Wednesday. The Trump team is particularly worried about female Republican senators breaking with Mr. Hegseth, especially Ms. Ernst.

Karoun Demirjian contributed reporting.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/12/04/us/politics/hegseth-trump-defense.html
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Manhunt Enters Second Day After Health Executive Is Gunned Down in Manhattan

Brian Thompson, the chief executive at UnitedHealthcare, was shot in the back in Midtown Manhattan by a killer who then walked coolly away.

Brian Thompson was killed near a Manhattan hotel where his Minnesota company was holding an investors meeting.  Karsten Moran for The New York Times



By Michael Wilson, Chelsia Rose Marcius, Maria Cramer and Joe Rennison



Dec 04, 2024 at 09:45 PM

Follow the latest news on the fatal shooting of UnitedHealthcare CEO Brian Thompson.

The killer arrived first. He stood in the cold predawn gloom outside the New York Hilton Midtown and waited. Even at that early hour, people passed by. He ignored them. They ignored him.

At 6:44 a.m., he saw his man. Brian Thompson, 50, chief executive of UnitedHealthcare -- the leader of one of the country's largest companies -- walking past in a blue suit toward the entrance to the Hilton.

It was the site of press events and celebrity galas dating back to Elvis Presley and Ronald Reagan. On Wednesday, it was where UnitedHealthcare was holding its annual investors day, and within an hour it would be filled with Wall Street analysts and stockholders.

The killer popped out from behind a car and raised a pistol fitted with a long silencer. What followed was what the police would call a bold assassination, which shook the insurance industry and sent a jolt through an area packed with holiday tourists.

By nightfall, a sprawling manhunt with police officers, dogs and drones spread citywide, bearing down on surveillance videos, a dropped cellphone and even Citi Bike data in search of the killer.

The police commissioner, Jessica Tisch, who was sworn in 10 days ago, called it a "brazen targeted attack," adding, "We will not rest until we identify and apprehend the shooter in this case."

The killer wore a dark hooded jacket and a gray backpack, pictures released by the police show, with his face covered to his nose. He apparently knew which door Mr. Thompson was going to enter and arrived outside the hotel about five minutes earlier.

Surveillance video shows Mr. Thompson's arrival. The shooter, seen from behind, walks up and fires at least three times, striking Mr. Thompson in the calf and in his back.

The victim manages a couple of steps and turns to face his attacker before collapsing on the sidewalk. The shooter's pistol jammed during the shooting, but the gunman quickly cleared the jam and resumed firing, the police said.

Jessica Tisch, the police commissioner, said officers "would not rest" until the gunman was in custody. Victor J. Blue for The New York Times


A woman who was standing nearby flees. The shooter ignores her.

The shooter fiddles with his weapon and walks slowly toward Mr. Thompson, who is crumpled against a wall. He seems to point the gun at Mr. Thompson one last time, then walks away. He breaks into a run only as he crosses the street.

After the shooting, he cut through a pedestrian walkway to West 55th Street and jumped on a bike, pedaling north into Central Park, the police said.

The setting and method of the killing led detectives down several avenues of investigation. The hotel is one of the city's largest, close to the Museum of Modern Art and Rockefeller Center, and the surrounding blocks are rife with private and city surveillance cameras that could show where the killer came from and where he fled, as well as images of his face.

Investigators were also pursuing leads involving the bike, which they said may have been a Citi Bike. Riders must use a debit or credit card to borrow a bicycle, and the departing and arriving docks and times are recorded. Armchair sleuths scraped Citi Bike's data for nearby bicycle use at the time of the attack.

Officers also recovered a cellphone, and detectives were conducting a forensic analysis to see whether it was linked to the shooting, the police said.

The police were also exploring Mr. Thompson's background for clues. He had recently received several threats, according to a law enforcement official familiar with the investigation, but their source and precise nature was unclear. Chief executive officers of health care companies often receive threats because of the nature of their work.

Brian Thompson had headed the insurance company since 2021, a profitable period, but also one in which the firm faced investigations. United Health Group


Mr. Thompson was promoted to chief executive of Minnesota-based UnitedHealthcare in April 2021, heading one unit of the larger UnitedHealth Group. He received a total compensation package last year of $10.2 million, a combination of $1 million in base pay and cash and stock grants.

In a statement, UnitedHealth Group said the company was "deeply saddened and shocked" by Mr. Thompson's death. "Our hearts go out to Brian's family and all who were close to him," the statement said.

Mr. Thompson managed a division that offers insurance to employers and individuals. Under his tenure, UnitedHealthcare and its parent company have enjoyed profitable growth but have also been the subject of investigations into denials of authorization for health care procedures.

The shooting happened as Mr. Thompson arrived early to prepare for the investors day, the police said. The events are common for publicly traded companies, giving analysts who cover the company and large investors the chance to hear from senior executives and pepper them with questions.

Michael Ha, a stock analyst at Baird who was at the meeting, arrived shortly after 8 a.m. Andrew Witty, the chief executive of UnitedHealth Group, made prepared remarks shortly after. Then, notifications started to hit attendees' phones that something had happened.

Initially there was confusion. Many wondered if it had been Mr. Witty that had been shot since he had just left the room -- and they feared the gunman was somewhere in the hotel.

Mr. Witty returned to the stage to break the news to attendees.

Outside, the shooting sent a jolt of grim reality into seasonal festivities in the surrounding blocks. Revelers and tourists looking ahead to the evening's Christmas tree lighting in Rockefeller Center awoke to police tape blocking the shooting scene just blocks north. The police assured those planning to attend the lighting that a huge police presence would be on hand.

The time and place of the killing and escape opened several avenues of investigation for the police. Karsten Moran for The New York Times


The killing shocked the industry in which Mr. Thompson was a leader. UnitedHealth Group, the publicly traded parent of UnitedHealthcare, has a market valuation of $560 billion, similar in size to Visa or Exxon Mobil.

Mr. Thompson spent more than 20 years climbing through the ranks at its insurance division, which is among the nation's largest with $372 billion in revenue last year and about 140,000 employees. There were no signs that his ascent was slowing. During his tenure, UnitedHealthcare profits rose, with earnings from operations topping $16 billion in 2023, up from $12 billion in 2021.

Mr. Thompson owned about $20 million of shares in UnitedHealth Group, as of late September, according to regulatory filings. In April, Bloomberg News reported that he was one of at least three executives at the company who had sold shares before a Federal antitrust investigation was disclosed to the company's investors -- about $15 million worth in Mr. Thompson's case. The company told Bloomberg at the time that it had approved the sales.

Before he went to work at United, Mr. Thompson spent nearly seven years at PricewaterhouseCoopers, the large accounting firm also known as PwC. He graduated from the University of Iowa with an accounting degree in 1997.

Mr. Thompson lived with his family in a suburb of Minneapolis. He is survived by his wife, Paulette R. Thompson, a physical therapist who works for a Minnesota health system, and two children.

"Brian was a wonderful person with a big heart and who lived life to the fullest," Paulette Thompson said in a statement. "He will be greatly missed by everybody. Our hearts are broken, and we are completely devastated by this news. He touched so many lives. We ask everybody to respect our privacy during this time."

At UnitedHealthcare headquarters nearby, a cluster of tan-colored buildings more than 1,000 miles from the shooting, a lone police cruiser sat posted out front.

Christopher Maag, Ernesto Londono Reed Abelson, Claire Fahy, Stefanos Chen and Ana Ley contributed reporting. Kitty Bennett contributed research.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/12/04/nyregion/unitedhealthcare-ceo-brian-thompson-shooting.html
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Lawmakers Move to Impeach South Korean Leader After Failed Martial Law Bid

President Yoon Suk Yeol's attempt to break a political deadlock by imposing military rule collapsed within hours, leaving him with few defenders. A vote to impeach him could come as soon as Friday.

Members of South Korea's opposition parties protesting on the steps of National Assembly in Seoul on Wednesday. Chang W. Lee/The New York Times



By Choe Sang-Hun, John Yoon, Victoria Kim and Thomas Fuller



Dec 04, 2024 at 05:35 PM

Emboldened by their forceful rejection of military rule, members of South Korea's political opposition moved on Wednesday to impeach President Yoon Suk Yeol, after his abrupt declaration of martial law failed spectacularly.

Several opposition parties, buoyed by thousands of protesters who took to the streets to denounce the president, jointly submitted the impeachment motion, which could be put to a vote as early as Friday. While the parties represent an overwhelming majority of the National Assembly, it remains unclear whether they will have the two-thirds vote needed to impeach.

Mr. Yoon's surprise declaration of martial law on Tuesday night, the first attempt to impose military rule in more than four decades, incited chaos within one of America's closest allies and evoked memories of the dictatorial regimes that ruled South Korea until the 1980s.

It was an audacious attempt by the president to break the gridlock in government -- between a mostly progressive assembly and a conservative executive -- that has hobbled his nearly three years in power.

But in the end, martial law lasted only six hours. It backfired when lawmakers scrambled past heavily armed troops who had attempted to cordon off the assembly building. The 190 members present, out of 300 total, voted unanimously to rescind military rule -- including 18 members from the president's own party.

Protesters calling for the arrest of President Yoon Suk Yeol in front of the National Assembly in Seoul on Wednesday. Chang W. Lee/The New York Times


Mr. Yoon's location was not publicly known Wednesday night and he seemed increasingly isolated. Members of his own party had denounced the martial law declaration and voted to overturn it. South Korean news media reported that the defense minister and several top aides to the president, including his chief of staff, had resigned.

If two-thirds of the assembly votes to impeach Mr. Yoon, he would be suspended from office and Prime Minister Han Duck-soo, a career civil servant, would become the interim president. The president's fate would then go to the Constitutional Court, where the justices could uphold the impeachment and remove him from office, or reject it and reinstate him.

Opposition parties control 192 of the 300 assembly seats, just short of a two-thirds majority, so impeachment would require at least eight defections from Mr. Yoon's own People Power Party, which holds 108 seats.

The imposition of military rule on Tuesday night was the shortest-lived and most bizarre martial law in  the history of South Korea, which has had its share of coups and military rule before it became a vibrant democracy after military dictatorship ended in the late 1980s.

Opposition lawmakers submit a bill to impeach President Yoon Suk Yeol at the National Assembly in Seoul on Wednesday. Yonhap/EPA, via Shutterstock


Among the enduring images from six hours of turmoil were the hundreds of paratroopers arriving by helicopter to secure the assembly -- and the opposition lawmakers who climbed the walls of the building and barricaded themselves inside to be able to cast their vote against military rule.

Thousands of people took to the streets overnight, chanting "Impeach Yoon Suk Yeol!" and pushing against troops who tried to keep them out of the assembly.

A military decree had banned all political activities and civil gatherings, and declared that "all news media and publications are under the control of martial law command." It warned that those who spread "fake news" could be arrested without a court warrant.

But the Korean media did not acquiesce. News organizations spanning the political spectrum, even right-leaning publications more aligned with Mr. Yoon and his conservative party, stood united in criticism of his actions and any efforts to limit a free press.

An editorial in Chosun Ilbo, one of South Korea's biggest daily newspapers which has often been friendly toward Mr. Yoon, called the president's actions an international embarrassment. Mr. Yoon needed to answer to the public on how he intended to "take responsibility" for this situation, it added.

Before jumping into the presidential race in 2022 and winning by a razor-thin margin, Mr. Yoon was a political neophyte. He was a graft-busting, star prosecutor who helped imprison two former presidents, and was accustomed to a strictly top-down culture.

Protesters calling for Mr. Yoon to step down marching near Seoul Station on Wednesday. Chang W. Lee/The New York


His victory was attributed to the public's discontent with his predecessor, Moon Jae-in. From the start, he laid out big ambitions, seemingly staking his claim for a legacy as a change maker in a gridlocked political system.

He put South Korea back on a path toward embracing more nuclear power, mended ties with Japan and expanded military cooperation with the United States and Japan as he took a harder line against North Korea.

But domestically, little of his agenda was fruitful. His opponents won even greater control in the assembly in parliamentary elections this year. His government was accused of using criminal investigations to intimidate opposition leaders and crack down on news media he accused of spreading "fake news ."  

Mr. Yoon's approval rating plummeted to around 20 percent as he repeatedly vetoed the opposition's demands for independent investigations into allegations against his wife, Kim Keon Hee. The opposition stalled many of his bills and political appointments, imposed large changes on his budget proposals for next year, and pushed for the impeachment of his cabinet members, accusing them of corruption and abuse of power. At the same time, thousands of doctors went on strike for almost a year to resist his changes to the health care system.

Analysts expressed skepticism about Mr. Yoon's future in politics.

Sung Deuk Hahm, a professor of political science at Kyonggi University, west of Seoul, said "the best option" for Mr. Yoon was to resign. "As tragic as it may seem, what happened overnight showed the resilience and durability of South Korean democracy," he said.

Mr. Hahm, who has known Mr. Yoon since before his election, said the president appeared to grow increasingly despondent in recent months, particularly over escalating scandals surrounding him and his wife and the relentless political pressure from the opposition.

"Things have become too much for him,"  Mr. Hahm said. "He became mentally unstable under political pressure."

A former presidential aide to Mr. Yoon, who agreed to discuss the president's leadership style on the condition of anonymity, said Mr. Yoon was surrounded by a handful of aides, including former military generals, who were not used to second-guessing their boss's decision. That small circle raised questions about how thoroughly Mr. Yoon had prepared for martial law, the aide said.

The aide added that as soon as he heard the declaration of martial law, he called contacts in Mr. Yoon's office and other branches of the government. None of them had had advance knowledge of what was coming.

Even top leaders of Mr. Yoon's party said they had learned of the declaration through the media. Kim Byung-joo, an opposition lawmaker and former general, told MBC Radio on Wednesday that when he called army generals near the border with North Korea, none of them knew what was happening.

Reporting was contributed by Minho Kim, Isabella Kwai, Christine Chung, Chang W. Lee, Daisuke Wakabayashi, Su-Hyun Lee and Qasim Nauman.
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Supreme Court Inclined to Uphold Tennessee Law on Transgender Care

The justices heard arguments on Wednesday over whether Tennessee can ban some medical treatments for transgender youth. More than 20 other states have similar laws.

The wide-ranging argument at the Supreme Court touched on the approaches of other nations, the relevance of a previous ruling protecting transgender workers from workplace discrimination and the rights of parents. Jason Andrew for The New York Times



By Adam Liptak and Emily Bazelon
Adam Liptak reported from Washington, and Emily Bazelon from New York.


Dec 04, 2024 at 10:04 AM

Members of the Supreme Court's conservative majority seemed ready on Wednesday to uphold a Tennessee law denying transition care to transgender youth, with some of them saying that judgments about contested scientific evidence should be made by legislatures rather than judges.

"The Constitution leaves that question to the people's representatives, rather than to nine people, none of whom is a doctor," Chief Justice John G. Roberts Jr. said.

Justice Ketanji Brown Jackson responded that leaving the question to the states was an alarming abdication of responsibility. "I'm suddenly quite worried," she said.

The Tennessee law prohibits medical providers from prescribing puberty-delaying medication, providing hormone therapy or performing surgery to treat what the law called "purported discomfort or distress from a discordance between the minor's sex and asserted identity." But the law allows those same treatments for "a congenital defect, precocious puberty, disease or physical injury."

More than 20 other states have similar laws. The court's decision, expected by June, will almost certainly yield a major statement on transgender rights against the backdrop of a fierce public debate over the role gender identity should play in areas as varied as sports, bathrooms and pronouns.

The wide-ranging argument, which lasted two and a half hours, touched on the approaches of other nations, the relevance of a previous ruling protecting transgender workers from workplace discrimination and the rights of parents.

But the core question the justices focused on was whether the Tennessee law made distinctions based on sex, which would subject it to a demanding form of judicial scrutiny and make it harder for the law to survive.

Three families and a doctor sued to challenge the law, and the Biden administration intervened on their side. The challengers said the law violated the Constitution by denying equal protection to transgender people, primarily by discriminating against them based on sex.

J. Matthew Rice, Tennessee's solicitor general, disagreed, arguing that the law was passed for medical purposes, and several of the conservative justices appeared to agree that it did not amount to sex discrimination.

"The burdens of the law fall equally on boys and girls, because neither can transition," Justice Amy Coney Barrett said, repeating and seeming to endorse a point made by Justice Brett M. Kavanaugh.

Some conservative justices also seemed inclined to follow the court's approach in overturning Roe v. Wade in 2022. In that case, the majority said regulating abortion was a matter for the states.

So, too, Justice Kavanaugh said, is gender transition care.

"The Constitution doesn't take sides on how to resolve the medical and policy debate," he said. "The Constitution is neutral on the question."

Assessing the court's ultimate direction was complicated by the silence of one justice in the conservative majority, Justice Neil M. Gorsuch, who wrote the opinion in the employment discrimination case. But it seemed probable that there were at least five votes for rejecting the equal protection challenge to the law.

Over the past decade, as the number of adolescents identifying as transgender has risen sharply, doctors around the world have weighed the risks and benefits of what is called gender-affirming care, or treatments like puberty blockers, hormones and surgeries that align their bodies with their gender identities.

Most doctors in the United States support gender treatments for adolescents, based on guidelines written by professional medical groups. But in Europe, countries including Sweden, Finland, Norway and Britain have limited gender-related medical treatments for teenagers after scientific reviews that found weak evidence of long-term benefits.

No European country has categorically banned gender medications for minors as Tennessee and more than 20 other states have done, almost entirely under Republican leadership. In Britain, for example, young people can get prescriptions for puberty blockers in clinical trials. And in contrast with states in the United States where bans extend until the age of 18, teenagers can have access to hormone treatments at the age of 16.

In Britain, restrictions on access to medical treatments for minors followed a yearslong review of the medical evidence by Dr. Hilary Cass, one of the country's leading pediatricians. Her final report concluded that the evidence supporting the use of puberty-blocking drugs and other hormonal medications in adolescents was "remarkably weak."

The main evidence of the care's benefits comes from a small study from a clinic in the Netherlands in the 1990s, which found that teenagers who medically transitioned experienced long-term mental health gains. But some of the treatments bring long-term risks, such as irreversible body changes or fertility loss. And some patients who transition to a different gender later change their minds and detransition.

Advocates backing gender-affirming care have said the treatments help relieve body dysphoria. More recent studies in the United States have shown improvements in life and body satisfaction for teenagers after one or two years of treatment, though long-term data has not been published.

Several justices noted that some European countries have become wary of some kinds of transgender care.

"England's pulling back and Sweden's pulling back," Justice Kavanaugh said. "It strikes me as a pretty heavy yellow light if not red light for this court to come in, the nine of us, and constitutionalize the whole area when the rest of the world, or at least the countries that have been at the forefront of this, are pumping the brakes."

The Tennessee law is different from the European responses, said Elizabeth B. Prelogar, the U.S. solicitor general, who argued on behalf of the Biden administration. "It's a sweeping categorical ban," she said.

Most of the argument concerned whether the Tennessee law drew distinctions based on sex.

Justice Elena Kagan said a more straightforward approach was available. "There's another way of looking at a law like this, maybe a more obvious way," she said, "which is that it's a classification based on transgender status."

Among the factors the court has used to determine whether to grant protected status to groups warranting heightened scrutiny are whether their traits are immutable and whether they have political power.

Justice Samuel A. Alito Jr. said gender identity is not always fixed and so cannot be said to be immutable.

"There are individuals who are born male, assigned male at birth, who at one point identify as female, but then later come to identify as male," he said.

Chase B. Strangio, a lawyer with the American Civil Liberties Union representing the families challenging the law, said that "the discordance between a person's birth sex and gender identity has a strong biological basis and would satisfy an immutability test."

Justice Kavanaugh asked questions about sports, suggesting that it may not be "logically and legally possible" to strike down the Tennessee law but to uphold "laws that limit women's and girls sports to exclude transgender athletes."

Ms. Prelogar responded that the two kinds of laws are different. Letting transgender women play on sports teams affects the other players, she said.

"There's nothing like this here," she added. "Allowing transgender individuals who have carefully thought about this and consulted with their parents and their medical team to access these medications that have health benefits recognized here and abroad in no way affects the rights of other people."

The Supreme Court has only once before heard arguments in a case on transgender rights. The question in that case, Bostock v. Clayton County, decided in 2020, was whether a federal civil rights law protected transgender people from employment discrimination.

The court said yes, relying on the law's prohibition of discrimination "because of sex."

"It is impossible," Justice Gorsuch wrote for a six-justice majority, "to discriminate against a person for being homosexual or transgender without discriminating against that individual based on sex."

The Bostock case turned on the language of a federal law, while the new case concerns the equal protection clause of the 14th Amendment. Last year, a divided three-judge panel of the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Sixth Circuit, in Cincinnati, upheld Tennessee's law, saying it was a reasonable legislative response to contested medical evidence.

Judge Jeffrey S. Sutton, writing for the majority, said the law did not draw distinctions based on sex.

"The laws regulate sex-transition treatments for all minors, regardless of sex," he wrote, adding: "No minor may receive puberty blockers or hormones or surgery in order to transition from one sex to another. Such an across-the-board regulation lacks any of the hallmarks of sex discrimination."

That meant, Judge Sutton wrote, that the law was subject to only a relaxed and deferential form of judicial scrutiny called rational basis review.

"The unsettled, developing, in truth still experimental, nature of treatments in this area surely permits more than one policy approach," Judge Sutton wrote, "and the Constitution does not favor one over the other."

The families and the Biden administration filed separate petitions seeking Supreme Court review. The families' petition posed two questions: whether the law violated the equal protection clause and whether it ran afoul of "the fundamental right of parents to make decisions concerning the medical care of their children." The administration pressed only the equal protection claim.

The court granted only the administration's petition, meaning that the question of parental rights is not directly before the justices.

Justice Kavanaugh asked about it anyway.

"Why not trust parents rather than the state," he said, "particularly in a situation, as General Prelogar said, where there's not the kind of direct harm to third parties that you might see in other contexts, like sports?"

Mr. Rice, representing Tennessee, said "the parental rights question is not before this court" and added that there are times when "the states, in their traditional role as regulators, have had to intervene" to protect children.
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How a Country's Economy Was Siphoned Dry

Bangladesh's currency was battered by what the new head of the central bank says was the looting of the banks under the deposed prime minister.

A defaced mural of Sheikh Hasina, the ousted prime minister of Bangladesh, in Dhaka. 



By Alex Travelli and Shayeza Walid
Reporting from Dhaka, Bangladesh


Dec 04, 2024 at 05:00 AM

The new governor of Bangladesh's central bank, Ahsan Mansur, calculates that about $17 billion was siphoned from the country's financial system in the 15 years before the government of Sheikh Hasina collapsed in August.

Other economists guess that the true value looted during Ms. Hasina's rule, before she fled the country, could exceed $30 billion. But no one can say for sure. Using a web of financial schemes, Mr. Mansur said, the perpetrators in the government and at some of the country's biggest companies pulled off what was effectively the largest bank heist in the history of money. And they did incalculable damage to Bangladesh's economy.

"The highest level of political authority realized that the banks are the best place to rob," said Mr. Mansur, an appointee of an interim government in Bangladesh. For an inside job, that meant taking control of the central bank and the ownership of a clutch of private banks and their boards of directors. The banks then issued billions of dollars in loans to companies, some of them fictional, that would never be paid back. Much of that money was then transferred out of the country illegally.

Bangladesh's central bank is on Shapla Square in Dhaka, the country's capital. Elke Scholiers for The New York Times


Many Bangladeshi banks are on life support, with even stable ones limiting credit and struggling to meet withdrawal demands. Elke Scholiers for The New York Times


Bank customers waiting to submit applications for savings certificates at the central bank in Dhaka. Elke Scholiers for The New York Times


"Whole boards were hijacked," said Mr. Mansur, an economist who worked at the International Monetary Fund for 27 years. In that time, he never witnessed "any country where the highest level of the government, engineering with the help of some goons," managed "the systematic robbing of the banks."

In October, Mr. Mansur was in Washington to lobby the I.M.F. and other international lenders for financial help through the difficult period ahead. Like many members of the new government, led by the Nobel Prize-winning economist Muhammad Yunus, he is a seasoned technocrat.

Bangladesh, home to 170 million people, is still reeling from the cycle of vengeance, including mob violence, that came after a protest movement toppled Ms. Hasina, who persecuted her critics and used the power of the state to crush the political opposition. The economic storm is likely to worsen next year, Mr. Mansur reckons, before it clears.

Ms. Hasina escaped to India, her fate and fortune indeterminate. Bangladesh's interim government said it would seek her extradition. One of her allies who fled the country, Saifuzzaman Chowdhury, a former lawmaker in her party from the port city of Chittagong, is under investigation by the interim government for money laundering, according to A.K.M. Ehsan, executive director of the Bangladesh Financial Intelligence Unit, the central bank's investigation arm. Charges have not been filed. Mr. Chowdhury told Al Jazeera that he was the subject of a "witch hunt" against members of the Hasina government.

Attempts to reach Mr. Chowdhury, as well as Ms. Hasina, were unsuccessful. Their party's office in Dhaka, the capital, is empty. Multiple calls and messages to its spokesmen, there and abroad, went unanswered.

The student movement that brought down Ms. Hasina started as a complaint about the lack of jobs and economic fairness. Before security forces fired at protesters, killing hundreds, it had gained momentum on the back of widespread misery. For two years, the country had been tipping into a full-blown financial crisis.

Ahsan Mansur, the new governor of the central bank, calculates that about $17 billion was siphoned from the country's financial system. Lexey Swall for The New York Times


An offer he couldn't refuse

It was a hectic but ordinary day when Mohammad Abdul Mannan, managing director of Islami Bank of Bangladesh, then the country's biggest financial firm, set out to work on Jan. 5, 2017. His chauffeur was steering him through traffic in Dhaka to an early-morning board meeting. Then Mr. Mannan got a phone call. It was the head of Bangladesh's military intelligence service, telling him to change course and come to the service's headquarters.

In an interview in October, Mr. Mannan, safely back in Dhaka after eight years living abroad, told what happened next.

Military agents took his phone, watch and wallet. The intelligence chief began by summarizing Mr. Mannan's long career, praising him for having brought banking to Bangladesh's rural poor.

Mr. Mannan said he remembered starting to wonder whether his time was being wasted. But then he was told to sign a letter of resignation from Islami Bank, effective immediately. The order, the security chief told him, had come from "the highest authority in the country," meaning the prime minister, Ms. Hasina.

He refused to sign. Mr. Mannan recalled thinking about the early Islamic caliph Usman, who was set upon by assassins in the seventh century and resisted until the end.

At this point, Mr. Mannan found his story difficult to tell. First, he said, his captors "tried to convince me verbally." Then officers took him from the chief's office to another location.

Even now, "because of my personality," Mr. Mannan said, he did not want to describe the "indignities" that were forced on him. He said he had lost track of time and learned only subsequently that he had signed the resignation letter sometime before noon. He was released and spent the next eight years in effective exile. Today he is back running a bank.

With so many banks short on cash, some workers are unable to get their money out, leaving businesses and consumers struggling. Elke Scholiers for The New York Times


The cost of the country's most important imports, especially fuel and food, began to surge in 2022. Elke Scholiers for The New York Times


Kawran Bazar, a hub of commerce in Dhaka with nearly 2,000 shops. Elke Scholiers for The New York Times


According to Mr. Mannan and Mr. Mansur, the central bank chief, a conglomerate called the S. Alam Group took control of Islami Bank, as well as other banks.

S. Alam Group's founder, Saiful Alam, began as a trader but expanded into many other fields, including energy and real estate, during Ms. Hasina's reign. The central bank's claim is that Mr. Alam's company, among others, conspired with her government to empty out the banking sector.

Since the interim government took over, bank accounts held by Mr. Alam and his close associates have been frozen under a money-laundering prevention act, according to Mr. Ehsan of the central bank's investigations unit.

Other companies were also able to take controlling interests in other banks, which became like money-printing machines. Without government oversight and with compliant executives and directors, they made loans to favored companies that were never likely to be repaid. Those loans, which are classified as nonperforming, now sit on the books of Bangladesh's banks, Mr. Mansur said.

Through lawyers in London at the firm Quinn Emanuel, the S. Alam Group said in a statement that it had a controlling stake in only one bank, and that it was not Islami Bank. The company accused Mr. Mansur of waging a "persecutory" campaign against the group's business empire that "has failed to respect even basic principles of due process," according to the lawyers' statement. The dispute revolves around questions about who owns the companies that came to own the controlling stake in Islami Bank.

Mohammad Abdul Mannan spent eight years living in exile after being forced to resign in 2017 from his role as managing director of one of Bangladesh's biggest banks. Elke Scholiers for The New York Times


Banks with nothing left

Some of Bangladesh's banks are now on life support. All of them, even the healthy ones, are unable to provide much credit and can honor their depositors' withdrawals only sporadically. Mr. Mansur has to figure out which ones are worth saving.

The law enforcement authorities in the new government are chasing the trail of money that has been spirited out of the country. Money-laundering cases, most involving mispriced exports or imports, have been filed against former members of Ms. Hasina's party and the companies that worked with them, including several of the country's biggest.

The schemes not only put ill-gotten gains in the pockets of exporters, but also undermined the Bangladeshi currency and the net worth of everyone who held it. The damage started to accumulate after 2014, when Ms. Hasina won re-election in a contest "marred by vote rigging, intimidation and violence," in the words of the U.S. State Department. The economy's problems piled up when the war in Ukraine put pressure on weaker currencies everywhere.

In 2022, the cost of Bangladesh's most important imports started rising -- fuel and food most of all. That made it harder for businesses to pay their bills. Energy plants were forced to impose power cuts.

Ordinary businesses and consumers have been left struggling to survive. With so many banks short on cash, some workers were unable to get more than a small portion of their money out, even on payday.

At Techno Drugs, a pharmaceutical manufacturer, laid-off workers have staged demonstrations. But it is the lowest-paid employees who are hurt the worst, according to Majedul Karim, an assistant general manager.

Majedul Karim is an assistant general manager at Techno Drugs, a pharmaceutical company in Bangladesh. Elke Scholiers for The New York Times


Some employees at the company have been unable to withdraw money from local banks. Elke Scholiers for The New York Times


Mr. Karim said the company was paying employees in cash in order to avoid the banks. Elke Scholiers for The New York Times


He said these workers were telling him, "The bank is not giving me my money." So the company is instead paying them in cash and avoiding the bank, Mr. Karim said, adding that his own debit card does not work.

Nipa Khan has been shopping at Kawran Bazar, a sprawling hub of commerce in Dhaka with nearly 2,000 shops, for 20 years. She cares for two children and lives on money, or remittances, that her husband sends from Britain.

Her focus is on "survival first," she said, adding that she skipped one or two meals a day to ensure that her school-age children stayed well fed.

Mr. Mansur, who took over the central bank in August, recounted what he had seen when he first surveyed the economy. "Everything was a disaster," he said. Now he says he is "cautiously optimistic" that things are being stabilized.

This "is not the year for economic growth," Mr. Mansur added. But inflation is coming down, and remittances are going up. "We have to be satisfied with that," he said. He has said he is hopeful that the I.M.F. will provide $3 billion to support Bangladesh's currency.

Ms. Khan, too, believes that the longer-term future looks brighter. "I need to be scrappy," she said, because a lot more needs to be done before "I can live my life without feeling robbed."
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France's Prime Minister Loses No-Confidence Vote and Is Expected to Resign

Prime Minister Michel Barnier will most likely remain as a caretaker until a replacement is named. But the vote could create a wider opening for the far right.

Prime Minister Michel Barnier of France after the no-confidence vote in the National Assembly in Paris on Wednesday. Alain Jocard/Agence France-Presse -- Getty Images



By Adam Nossiter
Reporting from Paris


Dec 04, 2024 at 07:28 PM

French lawmakers passed a no-confidence measure against Prime Minister Michel Barnier and his cabinet on Wednesday, sending the country into a fresh spasm of political turmoil that leaves it without a clear path to a new budget and threatens to further jolt financial markets.

France's lower house of Parliament passed the measure with 331 votes, well above the majority of 288 votes that were required, after Marine Le Pen's far-right National Rally joined moves by the chamber's leftist coalition to oust the government. Mr. Barnier is expected to resign soon.

It was the first successful no-confidence vote in France in over 60 years and made Mr. Barnier's three-month-old government the shortest-tenured in the history of France's Fifth Republic. 

The vote comes at a difficult time for France, which is struggling with high debt and a widening deficit, challenges that have been compounded by two years of flat growth. France's strong backing for Ukraine faces a challenge with the United States' election of Donald J. Trump, and its partner in leading Europe, Germany, is weaker politically and economically than it has been in years.

President Emmanuel Macron, the nation's top leader, remains in power but support for him is shaky. His stature has been severely diminished following his surprise decision last summer to call a snap parliamentary election. His party and its allies lost many seats to the far right and the left, competing forces that bitterly oppose him.

Mr. Barnier is likely to remain as a caretaker until Mr. Macron names a new prime minister, but France faces weeks of instability, just as it did after the parliamentary vote. Mr. Macron will address the nation at 8 p.m. Thursday local time, according to the Elysee.

In 1962, Prime Minister Georges Pompidou was also forced to submit his resignation, but he was later reappointed by President Charles de Gaulle. The same clemency is unlikely to be shown to Mr. Barnier.

Mr. Barnier, a veteran center-right politician, is the most prominent victim yet of France's polarized politics, unsettled by a middle class that is struggling, as elsewhere in the West.

The rapid fall seemed inevitable after Mr. Barnier used a constitutional tool to force through a budget proposal on Monday without the approval of Parliament's lower house, where he does not hold a majority. Use of that tool always raises the hackles of France's lawmakers.

But on Wednesday, it did far more, providing the glue for an unlikely alliance between the assembly's leftist coalition and the nationalist, anti-immigrant National Rally, which holds the most seats for a single party in the chamber.

Mr. Barnier's budget proposal is now null and void. In what amounted to his farewell speech to the chamber on Wednesday, he said the no-confidence vote would "make everything more difficult, and more serious," noting that without a new budget more households would be subject to taxes and others would see their taxes go up.

"We need to get beyond our divisions to support our country," he added.

The downfall of Mr. Barnier and his cabinet was a victory for Ms. Le Pen, who has tried for years to project her growing political influence and to bring her party into the mainstream.

Marine Le Pen, the National Rally leader, at the Parliament in Paris on Monday. Mohammed Badra/EPA, via Shutterstock


On Wednesday, before the vote, she lashed out at critics who had accused her of provoking instability. "To those who accuse me of choosing the politics of chaos with this no-confidence vote," she said, "I say that chaos would have meant not rejecting this budget, this government, this collapse."

It was she who insisted on pursuing the vote, ensuring his downfall. The left-wing alliance has been agitating for months to oust the government, arguing that together they had won the most seats in the snap election this summer and so deserved to lead. But it lacked the votes to topple the prime minister.

And before the vote, Ms. Le Pen refused the concessions that Mr. Barnier offered her on the budget. First, he jettisoned proposed electricity taxes. Then he promised not to cut back medication reimbursements. She had demanded both changes.

It was not enough for Ms. Le Pen. The budget, with its $60 billion in spending cuts and tax increases, remained "profoundly unjust to the French," she said on Monday. Mr. Barnier had justified his proposed cuts and tax rises, saying the country needed to address its financial troubles. France's annual deficit is projected to reach at least 6.1 percent of gross domestic product, twice the limit prescribed by the European Union. Its debt is 112 percent of G.D.P., nearly twice the limit.

Already, speculation about a possible successor to Mr. Barnier as prime minister has centered on politicians seen by the National Rally as more open to discussion, like the defense minister, Sebastien Lecornu.

Ms. Le Pen's criticism of Mr. Barnier and his austerity plans for France seem to form part of a larger political strategy, according to critics and some independent analysts. 

She has all but acknowledged that her real target is not Mr. Barnier, but the only man who wields more power: Mr. Macron, who has twice beaten her in presidential elections and is not permitted to run again. Some in her party and on the far left have been calling on him to resign for days.

Ms. Le Pen told journalists for Le Monde last week that, confronted with enough government instability, Mr. Macron "won't have very much choice" but to resign.

President Emmanuel Macron is regarded as aloof and arrogant. Pool photo by Stephane De Sakutin


Analysts and those around Mr. Macron say it is unlikely that he would do so. The president recently called the idea "political fiction." But his position is weak, severely damaged by his decision last June to dissolve the Parliament and call a snap election. He called the vote partly to demonstrate that the National Rally's support was limited -- a calculation that has clearly backfired.

Ms. Le Pen has targeted the president as much as the prime minister in her remarks in recent days. It was Mr. Barnier's budget, she told reporters on Monday, but it would have made the French pay for "the consequences of the incompetence of Emmanuel Macron during seven years of debt."

"She really seems to want to put herself in a position of strength," said Gerard Grunberg, a political scientist and emeritus professor at Sciences Po university in Paris. "She wants to trigger a presidential election."

Mr. Macron has succeeded in bringing down chronically high French unemployment and he has boosted French growth, moderately. But he has also been unpopular for much of his presidency: Many French regard him as aloof and arrogant.

"Macron has lost all legitimacy," said Mr. Grunberg. "He doesn't exist, in a sense. He's dead, politically."

Mr. Macron has given no indication that he won't finish his term, which ends in mid-2027. Ms. Le Pen, however, may be on an accelerated timeline, according to critics. She is scheduled to face a verdict in a wide-ranging criminal embezzlement case in March, which could render her ineligible to run for political office for five years. She and associates in the party are accused of misusing their European Parliament assistants by putting them to work on National Rally issues.

"The problem is Ms. Le Pen's trial," said Alain Minc, a political essayist, businessman and informal adviser to several French presidents.

"If she didn't have that risk of being ineligible, her strategy would have been to remain moderate, to improve her image and wait for the presidential election," he said. "What has dramatically changed her position is the risk of losing all her political capital in three months' time."

Catherine Porter and Aurelien Breeden contributed reporting.
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From Chinese Patriot to American Spy: The Unusual Life of John Leung

He had been hailed by Chinese state media as a model for his efforts to promote Beijing's interests in the United States. He was in fact an F.B.I. informant.

John Leung at a meeting in 2019 of the Texas Council for the Promotion of China's Peaceful Reunification. Mr. Leung had embraced Beijing's causes, including unifying the mainland with Taiwan, the island democracy. David Tang
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Mara Hvistendahl reported from Durant, Okla., Houston, and New York City. Joy Dong reported from Hong Kong. Adam Goldman reported from Washington.


Dec 03, 2024 at 10:01 AM

John Leung was an unlikely spy. In the small Oklahoma town where he lived, people knew him as a former restaurant owner and a father. In Houston, where he often traveled, they knew him as a political organizer in the city's vibrant Chinese community.

And in China, they knew him as a benevolent patriot, a man who arranged musical performances and embraced official causes like unifying the mainland with Taiwan.

In fact, Mr. Leung was an informant for the F.B.I., gathering intelligence on China, according to two senior United States officials. That work landed him in Chinese custody in 2021, after he traveled to the mainland at the age of 75. He was later sentenced to life in prison, a first in decades for an American accused of espionage.

Mr. Leung was freed last Wednesday in a rare prisoner swap between Washington and Beijing. Six months shy of his 80th birthday, he was put on a plane to the United States with two other Americans who had been detained in China, along with three Uyghurs, members of an ethnic group that faces repression by the Chinese government.

In return, Washington released Xu Yanjun, a convicted Chinese spy who had been serving a 20-year sentence, and Ji Chaoqun, 31, who had reported to Mr. Xu and was serving an eight-year sentence. A clemency order for a third Chinese national, Jin Shanlin, who had been in prison for possessing child pornography, was signed on the same day as an order for Mr. Xu. China said Washington also handed over a fugitive.

The plane that carried three American citizens Mark Swidan, Kai Li and John Leung, who were released by China in a rare prisoner swap, in San Antonio last week. Scott Ball/Reuters


Mr. Leung had cultivated an image as a philanthropist, which brought him access to Chinese power circles. In Houston, he directed groups that promoted Beijing's political interests. He attended Chinese state banquets. And he rubbed shoulders with senior Chinese officials, including its foreign minister, its ambassador and three consuls general to the United States.

But that carefully curated image was a ruse.

To piece together the story of Mr. Leung's unusual trajectory from small-town restaurateur to prisoner in a high-stakes geopolitical dispute with China, The Times interviewed dozens of people who knew him, including relatives in the United States and Hong Kong, business associates in Houston and acquaintances in New York's Chinatown. Reporters also drew on corporate records, archival materials and other documents.

Much remains unclear about Mr. Leung's relationship with the F.B.I. China's Ministry of State Security said that he was spying while in China, but U.S. officials said that Mr. Leung had not worked for the F.B.I. for years and that the bureau had discouraged him from making the trip.

Some of the pro-China groups Mr. Leung was involved with have been linked to organizations that have come under U.S. government scrutiny. One was affiliated with the National Association for China's Peaceful Unification, which the Trump administration designated in 2020 as a foreign mission, accusing it of seeking "to spread Beijing's malign influence in the United States."

"Chinese intelligence operatives are known to use these organizations as cover for their clandestine operations," said Dennis Wilder, a former U.S. intelligence analyst on China and a senior fellow at Georgetown University.

Mr. Leung's work with such groups could have made him a useful informant, said Nigel Inkster, the former director of operations and intelligence for Britain's Secret Intelligence Service. He described Mr. Leung as a likely "access agent," with "no access to secrets himself but access to people who might have them."

Christopher Wray, the F.B.I. director, has called Beijing the "biggest long-term threat to our economic and national security."

China's spy agency has publicized what it portrays as Mr. Leung's treachery, saying that he "collected a significant amount of intelligence related to China." The ministry said he lured Chinese officials into U.S. hotel rooms for "pornographic traps," an allegation that former and current bureau officials said was false, explaining that the F.B.I. does not use such tactics.

The Chinese spy agency also released a video of Mr. Leung made while he was in custody, in which he expressed regret for what he had done. (Prisoners in China have in the past been coerced into making such televised confessions for propaganda purposes.)

Mr. Leung, who upon arriving in the United States was sent to an Army medical center outside San Antonio, could not be reached for comment. He was met there by a son, according to Nury Turkel, a lawyer who was there to welcome his mother, one of the Uyghurs released by Beijing. Calls and messages left for family members were not returned.

David Tang, a director with Mr. Leung of several pro-China groups in the Houston area, said he was happy to hear the news that Mr. Leung was back in the United States. He said he did not believe that he was a spy and that his release pointed to his innocence. "The mistake finally was corrected."

An Arrest, and Charges Dropped

Mr. Leung was born in 1945 in Hong Kong's New Territories, a largely mountainous, lush expanse of villages and farmland. He moved to New York in the 1970s, where he worked a low-level mailroom job at the United Nations while starting travel agencies in Chinatown with his brothers.

The travel business boomed. One agency, Leung Brothers Travel, had offices in New York and Toronto. It was the exclusive booking agent for Singapore Airlines, which often made it a necessary stop for people hoping to travel to Asia, said Tom Yiu, a longtime travel agent in Toronto.

New York's Chinatown was roiled by crime, with Chinese gangs waging bloody turf wars, and Mr. Leung ran a side business selling guns, according to two longtime acquaintances. In 1980, his partner at a second travel agency was shot dead by two masked men while Mr. Leung crouched in the bathroom, according to acquaintances and to Chinese-language news reports from the time.

A few years later, he moved with his wife at the time, Kin Lan Ng, to Durant, a small college town in southeastern Oklahoma. The couple opened a Chinese restaurant in a strip mall, bought a modest home and raised three sons, according to property and ancestry records, and an interview with one son, Kit Leung.

In 1984, Mr. Leung was arrested in Durant in the attempted purchase of a .22-caliber pistol and a silencer from an undercover federal agent. He was charged with possession of an unregistered firearm, court records show.

Rick Musticchi, a former agent with the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives who sold Mr. Leung the gun and silencer, told The Times that he had approached Mr. Leung after getting a tip from an informant that he was involved in illegal activity and preparing to travel to China.

Mark F. Green, Mr. Leung's lawyer on the case, said that prosecutors dropped charges after Mr. Musticchi did not show up to a hearing.

China's spy agency said that U.S. intelligence operatives first contacted Mr. Leung soon after, in 1986, and formalized the relationship in 1989. The Times could not verify those allegations.

For a small-town restaurant owner, Mr. Leung soon developed unusually high-level connections inside China, which was opening to the West. He set up a group that promoted business and cultural ties between Oklahoma City and the southern Chinese city of Guangzhou, according to corporate records.

Mr. Leung also organized musical exchanges between Southeastern Oklahoma State University, The Juilliard School in New York and cities in China. He arranged for the Chinese classical pianist Li Yundi to perform in Oklahoma in 1999.

The performances he set up in China were sometimes disorganized, said Aaron Wunsch, a Juilliard pianist who joined several of them. Mr. Wunsch said he once arrived to find the piano wrapped in plastic and missing legs. But, he added: "He would talk in a genuine way about China and how he loved China and the U.S."

Mr. Leung's efforts earned him accolades inside China. In 2004, he was featured as one of 55 "outstanding overseas Chinese representatives" in People's Daily, the Communist Party's mouthpiece.

At a 2008 state banquet in Beijing celebrating the founding of China, he posed for a photo with Yang Jiechi, then the foreign minister, said Mr. Tang, who had also attended the event.

Li Liangzhou, a now-retired director of Guangzhou's foreign affairs office, helped Mr. Leung organize many of the exchange trips. "He didn't ask us about inside government information," Mr. Li said in a phone interview in March. "We didn't expect him to be a spy at all."

Expanding Into Houston

In the mid-2000s, Mr. Leung began setting up pro-China groups in Houston, which was home to a large Chinese community and a Chinese consulate.

There, Mr. Leung drafted an alternative past. Mr. Tang, the other organizer of the pro-China groups, said he met Mr. Leung at a party in Houston, and they bonded by speaking Cantonese. Mr. Leung, who sometimes donated money to their groups, said he had come from wealth. He said he owned ranches in Oklahoma, sometimes showing up with farm eggs. He did not mention having owned a restaurant, despite the fact that his new friend was also a restaurateur, according to Mr. Tang.

The two joined forces in the Texas Council for the Promotion of China's Peaceful Reunification, a group with links to the Washington, D.C.-based group the Trump administration later designated as a foreign mission.

Mr. Tang rejected the Trump administration's characterization and said the group was set up to support American policy on China. He said he and Mr. Leung attended a 2018 protest against a stopover in Houston by Tsai Ing-wen, Taiwan's president at the time.

Mr. Leung also became a director of the Chinese Civic Center in Houston, according to its tax filings. It serves the Chinese community and houses a separate service center that has come under scrutiny for suspected ties to Beijing. In 2023, the Justice Department accused two men of operating an "illegal overseas police station" out of a similar outpost in New York.

In a 2018 photograph provided by the Taiwanese presidential office, Tsai Ing-wen, center, the president of Taiwan at the time, was visiting NASA's space center in Houston. Mr. Leung attended a protest against Ms. Tsai's stopover in Houston. Taiwan Presidential Office, via EPA, via Shutterstock


Xie Bin, a cybersecurity specialist in Houston, said he met Mr. Leung during this period at a mid-autumn festival event attended by Chinese diplomats. "He was the one who greeted everyone," Mr. Xie said.

But Mr. Leung never found a home in Houston, said Mr. Tang, staying instead at a Ramada close to Chinatown.

The Chinese government's efforts in Houston were becoming a focus for the F.B.I. Beginning in 2018, the bureau spent over a year investigating suspected intellectual property theft at Texas Medical Center by researchers with ties to China.

Relations deteriorated, and the Trump administration closed the Chinese consulate in Houston in July 2020, saying it was a hub of spying. Beijing responded by shuttering the U.S. consulate in Chengdu.

From a Life Sentence to a Surprise Release

In 2023, a Chinese court said Mr. Leung had been arrested two years earlier by state security agents from Suzhou, a city in Jiangsu Province. He had traveled to Jiangsu regularly for years, making inroads there with officials.

In China, where the top leader, Xi Jinping, has empowered security agencies to hunt down spies, Mr. Leung's arrest and life sentence were hailed as a win.

In the United States, Mr. Leung's case got little news coverage.

Kit Leung said in January at his home in Texas that Mr. Leung took him and a brother to Hong Kong to witness its handover to Chinese control in 1997 but that he and his father later became estranged. He said he learned about his imprisonment through news reports. Mr. Leung's ex-wife, Ms. Ng, a New York resident, said she hadn't spoken to him in years.

Another son moved into Mr. Leung's house in Durant, neighbors said, and told them that his father had died. Reached there in January, that son, Carl Leung, declined to comment.

But under intense secrecy, the Biden administration was working out the contours of a swap with Beijing. During a global summit in Peru last month, President Biden discussed a potential trade with Mr. Xi.

President Biden and President Xi Jinping of China sitting opposite each other at a bilateral meeting in Lima, Peru, last month.  Eric Lee/The New York Times


When Mr. Leung and the two other American prisoners were released, they were met by Nicholas Burns, the U.S. ambassador to China, at the Beijing airport. He handed them their U.S. passports. President Biden and Secretary of State Antony J. Blinken separately called all three men when they landed in Alaska for refueling.

For Mr. Leung, it was the end of his time in Chinese custody -- as well as the end of a ruse.

Edward Wong, Isabelle Qian, Chris Buckley, Keith Bradsher and Mattathias Schwartz contributed reporting. Jack Begg, Kirsten Noyes and Liu Yi contributed research.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/12/03/world/asia/china-spy-john-leung.html
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Trump Tax Cuts Won't Help the Economy Grow, Budget Office Finds

A larger debt and higher interest rates would cancel out the boost from keeping individual taxes lower, the nonpartisan Congressional Budget Office found.

The projection by the Congressional Budget Office could deflate Republican promises to supercharge the economy with tax cuts. Eric Lee/The New York Times



By Andrew Duehren
Reporting from Washington


Dec 04, 2024 at 07:01 PM

Ending the individual tax cuts President Donald J. Trump signed into law in 2017 would have a negligible effect on the American economy over the next decade, the nonpartisan Congressional Budget Office found Wednesday in a projection that could deflate Republican promises to supercharge the economy with tax cuts next year.

The budget office's analysis comes as Republicans, who will take control of Washington in January, are weighing the fate of the broad tax cut they passed in 2017. That law slashed marginal tax rates across income groups, expanded the standard deduction and made the child tax credit more generous. But many of the cuts expire at the end of next year, and lawmakers are now figuring out how to extend them.

Allowing the tax cuts to end as currently scheduled would essentially raise taxes on many Americans, with conflicting economic consequences. The budget office said higher taxes would prompt Americans to work less, slowing economic growth.

But higher taxes also generate more revenue for the government, which would allow the United States to rely less on borrowed money. Reduced government borrowing would over time support economic growth, the budget office said, by keeping interest rates lower and freeing up investors to direct more of their money into business ventures rather than government bonds.

Overall, the two effects from ending the tax cuts -- lower growth because people work less and more economic activity because of a smaller debt load -- would basically cancel each other out over a decade. The American economy, as measured by gross domestic product, would actually be slightly larger in 2034 if the tax cuts ended, the budget office said.

Still, even if letting taxes go up on many Americans wouldn't harm the economy, Republicans are unlikely to allow that to happen. Republicans made the 2017 tax cuts temporary to streamline their passage and contain the price tag at that time, though they hoped Congress would later continue the tax cuts. Lawmakers in both parties fear raising taxes on their voters, a dynamic that has helped fuel a growing deficit in recent decades.

The Congressional Budget Office's finding focused only on taxes that individuals pay, the most expensive of the tax measures before lawmakers. Academics and budget experts generally believe tax cuts for businesses do more to boost new investments and stimulate the economy. The 2017 law cut the corporate tax rate to 21 percent from 35 percent, a change that is not scheduled to expire, among other business cuts.

The analysis also looked only at measures now in law. Mr. Trump has proposed a host of additional tax cuts, including not taxing tips, that Republicans are hoping to pass next year.

Attempting to move a huge tax package will push the typically quiet work of budget and tax analysts at the Congressional Budget Office and Joint Committee on Taxation into the spotlight. Republicans are already questioning how those offices measure the federal budget as they grapple with the roughly $4 trillion cost of preserving the 2017 tax cuts.

Senator Michael D. Crapo of Idaho, the top Republican on the Senate Finance Committee, has argued that lawmakers should ignore the budget office's price tag of keeping existing tax cuts in place. Other Republicans have pointed to higher tax receipts in recent years than the budget office projected to suggest that 2017 tax cuts did, in fact, pay for themselves.

In a blog post on Wednesday, Phillip L. Swagel, who heads the budget office, said the recent burst of inflation, which raised nominal earnings for people and businesses, was the primary driver of higher tax revenue in recent years. He also noted the difficulty of determining the exact economic effects of the sweeping 2017 legislation, a problem that has bedeviled many economists seeking to understand them.

"Separating the tax-induced effects from the effects of unanticipated events -- most notably, the coronavirus pandemic -- is challenging," Mr. Swagel wrote.

Even with cloudy data, Republicans are planning to argue that the 2017 tax cut is central to the success of the American economy. While the importance of the tax cut may help unify them, Republicans, who will have a bare majority in the House, are still trying to figure out how quickly they should try to pass a tax bill next year -- and how much money they are willing to dedicate to lowering taxes.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/12/04/business/trump-tax-cuts-economy.html
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The Projectionist


Kieran Culkin Could Rule Oscar Season. He'd Rather Be at Home.

The "Succession" actor is an awards front-runner for "A Real Pain," but his actual priority is being a dad: "That's the whole point of life."

Video: 



By Kyle Buchanan



Dec 04, 2024 at 10:00 AM

One of the many eccentricities of a modern-day awards campaign is that it can last much longer than the film shoot that put you in contention in the first place. In 2010, I spoke with Mark Ruffalo partway through a monthslong awards campaign for "The Kids Are All Right" and he said, with some astonishment, "Kyle, I spent six days on this movie."

Still, most actors are happy to decamp to Los Angeles and stump for their film for several months. (It worked out pretty well for Ruffalo and his movie, since both were Oscar-nominated.) And that's why I've recently seen a lot of Kieran Culkin, who's considered the supporting actor front-runner for "A Real Pain": To tout the movie, he wooed film critics at an intimate dinner at Spago, worked the ballroom at the starry Governors Awards and, on a recent evening in November, met me for coffee at the Sunset Tower bar in West Hollywood.

All of this appears as easy as breathing for Culkin, who is chatty and clever and charming -- gifts that were put to good use during his Emmy-winning run on the HBO series "Succession," which concluded last spring. But on the day I met up with the 42-year-old actor, he was nevertheless frustrated: His most recent press tour meant that he would have to miss a parent-teacher conference back home in New York.

"My wife was like, 'We can postpone it and do it over Zoom,' and I was like, 'No, no, do it the right way, when they scheduled it. Go,'" he said. "I want to be the one that can go off for a weekend and do work but also be the parent-teacher guy. But I think I'm getting to the place of having to accept that I can't always get home."

Family is important to Culkin, who grew up in New York with seven siblings (including his brother Macaulay, of "Home Alone" fame) and now lives there with his wife, Jazz Charton, and their two children. He readily confesses that he tried to pull out of "A Real Pain" when its shooting dates were changed, since the revised schedule meant that his wife and children would be able to visit only at the beginning of the Poland-set production, leaving him without them for nearly a month.

"I was like, 'I can't be away from the family for that long,' and I had a flip-out," he said.

It's fortunate that Culkin was convinced to stay since it's hard to imagine "A Real Pain" without him. Culkin and Jesse Eisenberg (who wrote and directed the film) play once-close cousins who reunite for a trip through Poland in an effort to better understand their late grandmother, who grew up there. Since her death, Culkin's Benji has been unmoored, and he was never all that moored to begin with: Benji is charismatic and confounding in equal measure, given to wild mood swings that vex his cousin David (Eisenberg).

Benji could either be the life of the party or suck all the oxygen from a room, and what's so compelling about Culkin's performance is that those moments feel both unpredictable yet entirely in character. To make it work required more spontaneity than Eisenberg expected, Culkin told me. Here are edited excerpts from our conversation.

On "Succession" Kieran Culkin found a more spontaneous way of working. When he brought that approach to "A Real Pain," he and Jesse Eisenberg had to find a new rhythm. Sam Hellmann for The New York Times


What did you make of "A Real Pain" when the script first came to you?

I was laughing really hard out loud, which hardly happens. It was such a tight, wonderful script that I didn't need to do homework because there weren't any holes for me to fill in. I just wanted to show up and not rehearse and not think about it because the character's spontaneous and surprising. I literally would not say the dialogue out loud until we were shooting.

Not ever?

I never said it once. I wouldn't look over the scenes the night before or the morning of. On the way to set, I would go, "What scene are we doing? Great." I'd learn the lines really quickly in my head, then do a take and just be like, "Oh, I guess that's what happens in the scene? I didn't know that." But this character lends itself to that. I can't do that with everybody.

You can't do it with every project, but I know that on "Succession," you had a lot of freedom, too. Before those two projects, was your approach more by the book?

I was more like it is in theater, where you stick to the words. But after a while on "Succession," I felt like I had a certain ownership, and [his character, Roman Roy, is] the kind of guy who can talk his way out of or into any situation. So I took the approach with learning the lines quickly: I'm not going to think about it, I'll try something. Take 2, I might be on the other side of the room. Take 3, I might not even enter the scene, which I did once.

There was one take where [Nicholas Braun, who played Cousin Greg] walked in and said his line and I didn't respond, I just looked at him. So he just went to the next line and I just kept looking at him, and he kept trying to get me to chime in. I just washed my hands and started drying my hands in his shirt, and they left that part in. It was a fun way to play with it and they let us play.

Even before you were able to work so spontaneously, did you see acting as a source of play?

That's interesting. Maybe when I was a kid, yeah. My wife made fun of me 10 years ago because I was tired, I was like, "Guys, I'm stressed, I've got to go to work." She went, "Work? I have to go to work. I'm going to an office and working a job, you're going to go pretend to be someone. It's literally called play."

So if you had gotten "A Real Pain" before "Succession," which helped teach you that state of play, how different would your performance be?

Culkin with Eisenberg in "A Real Pain." Culkin is considered a front-runner in the supporting-actor Oscar race. Searchlight Pictures


Probably very. I remember thinking, "I'm going to have to go back to the way it's going to be, and I'm probably going to get frustrated with T marks on the ground." We didn't do marks in "Succession." The cameras were somewhere, you just did it. It was very free.

Jesse and I found a rhythm. I tried to completely give myself over to his way and it didn't work, and he tried to give over to my way and that didn't really work. I was like, "Can we not do the mark?" And he's like, "What's wrong with the marks?" So we had to find a new rhythm for it, because the character needed to be alive and spontaneous.

You do your best work when you're allowed to break a few rules. At the same time, do you fear that you could be perceived as a difficult actor?

Yes.

So how do you find the right balance?

By working with the other actors, as long as they don't mind. If you would ask anybody on "Succession," we had a really good rapport and I was never the difficult actor, for sure. We can put our money on that one.

In "A Real Pain," your primary scene partner is Jesse, who's also the writer-director. How does that affect your dynamic?

The tough part is getting notes from an actor, because an actor's not supposed to look at you and go, "It'd be better if you do it like this." That's a huge faux pas, you get smacked in the mouth for that, and every time he did it, it threw me: Literally, my chest would pop out, and I'd clench my fist and be in a defensive stance, and be like, "Is this [expletive] telling me how to do it better? Because I got notes for him, too."

Then I'd realize he was actually really good at it: He would know what the exact little solve was for the scene if it wasn't working. He's also really fun to play with. Let's go back to play, because that is what I think it is when it's at its best. I've heard some people approach the acting thing as being almost like a fight or something: We go to our corners and then we come out and we duke it out in the scene. I have a totally different philosophy.

Getting notes from Eisenberg, his castmate and director, threw Culkin at first: "Literally, my chest would pop out, and I'd clench my fist and be in a defensive stance." Sam Hellmann for The New York Times


Some directors like to foment that adversarial atmosphere between the actors.

That's frustrating because it's treating the actors like children. You don't have to create tension on the set -- actors can make that up. Perfect example is you cannot find two people more dissimilar to their characters than Sarah [Snook] and Matthew [Macfadyen] as Shiv and Tom [in "Succession"]. The tension that they build in character, it's so powerful, it's so real, and the two of them are the loveliest people and the best of friends. It shouldn't be a fight. But if it has to be, try not to lose.

"A Real Pain" came to you as you were about to shoot the final season of "Succession." Did you take it because you had an idea of how you wanted your career to look after that show?

No, I don't strategize, I don't think that way at all. And also by the way, the entire time we were shooting Season 4, it was a debate as to whether or not it was the last season.

I heard that Jesse Armstrong, the creator of "Succession," didn't tell anyone it was the end until the table read for the final episode.

That's exactly right. He said at the start of the season, "There might be one more, I don't know yet." He kept HBO on their toes, other writers, every producer, everyone. It was one guy having to make the decision.

He told me the whole scope of the story, which I never wanted to know in any other season, and when he told me the end, I was like, "That really does sound like the end of the show." He goes, "It does, doesn't it?" And he goes, "But," and then he gave me three different ideas of what Season 5 could look like. I was like, "Oh, I see, there is a way through. Oh God, that's so cool."

But when he made the announcement, I felt relieved because there was no longer a question. It was definitely the right call. He's not the kind of guy who would have pushed it if it was wrong.

Culkin with Jeremy Strong, left, and Sarah Snook in "Succession." Culkin still hasn't seen the series finale. Sarah Shatz/HBO


When the "Succession" finale aired, you were in Poland working on "A Real Pain." How did you feel?

I would have liked to have been home watching it. I got to watch seven episodes before I left for Poland, and part of me was thinking, "I'll wait until I get home" [to watch the finale]. And then it just hasn't happened and I'm really still frustrated.

Do you think it ever will happen?

A couple months ago, we were on a vacation and I said, "When we get home and get settled, I think I want to watch it, but I might want to go back a couple of episodes." And she [Charton] goes, "Why don't you just go back to the beginning?" I had to wrap my head around it: "That's a big task, it'll take us a few months. But let's do it." And we haven't started.

We don't get much time to watch TV and when we do, we have to agree on the show. So something new will come out and it's hard to prioritize the show we've already seen. When we thought we were going to watch "Succession," the next season of "The Boys" came out -- we were like, "Got to watch that first."

You haven't been on a set since "A Real Pain" wrapped. There are other actors who go nuts if they're not constantly rolling into the next project.

That, to me, is very weird. I've also been told that there are people that get really bummed if their movie doesn't do well. I don't understand that.

You don't care if your movie does well?

Of course not, that's not my business. If I were the producer, maybe I would care, but my business was to show up on set and do the job. What the response is has nothing to do with me, so I think it's weird.

Many actors believe that success reflects on them and affects their own star image.

If you're going into it worrying about your star image, then you're probably off to a very different kind of pursuit than I am. I'm not pessimistic about this, actually: I think most good actors that I see, successful ones, are earnest and approach acting because they want to do it.

Culkin doesn't consider himself ambitious. "I've also been told that there are people that get really bummed if their movie doesn't do well. I don't understand that." Sam Hellmann for The New York Times


I wonder if because you were so exposed to your brother Macaulay's fame when you were younger, it made you less desirous of that.

Maybe, yeah. I don't personally know anybody that has hit a level of fame that likes it. I have a friend who became famous overnight and his horror story was realizing, "Oh, it's too late. I [expletive] my life." He had to make adjustments in his life to figure out how to be OK with the fact that he's famous, and he's doing all right now, actually. But I remember when he told me that story years ago, I was like, "Oh man, I hope that never happens to me."

Fame can dramatically circumscribe your life, though I do understand why people might think they want it. It's a very human thing to want to be known, seen, and understood. And if you're an actor, you can extrapolate that on the biggest possible scale, which is fame.

People want to be understood, but I don't really understand why people want to be known. People's lives do get smaller and it's not a nice thing. I did have a somewhat unique perspective of having been around it my childhood, watching that being like, "Oh, I get it. That sucks." But then, it suits some people.

More than most actors I talk to, you seem to prioritize your life over work.

Yeah, for example, I was in Warsaw and I asked for one less day of press so I could go home for a day. I was home for 32 hours -- and I was sick the whole time, so the trip was pointless -- but I just needed to be home and see the kids. The work is so I can be home, not so I can be at work.

That's why with this movie, I was like, "Why did I say yes to this? There's no money here, I don't see how this is going to benefit me or my family in any way." I don't have the same mentality of when I was 26 and single, being like, "I'm going to Shreveport to do a movie for a few weeks, who cares?" Now I have to go, "Where does it shoot and for how long? Can I bring the family? When, because are my kids going to be in school?" All those things matter before I even start the conversation of will I do it or not.

Do you consider yourself ambitious?

No.

Never were?

For work, no. But I think I aim high when it comes to other things. I took a shot at the most beautiful and charismatic person I've ever known and she said yes to a date with me. Now I'm married to her, so I aimed pretty high there and I ended up with my best friend and a great person. I have two beautiful kids and I want to be the best dad ever, so I work really hard at that.

So whatever accolades come your way because of your career or this role, you can put them in perspective.

That stuff is nice, but the real stuff is me being home with my kids, when I'm reading them books and singing them songs until they go to sleep. That's the whole point of life. The rest of it I'm doing so I can get back to that.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/12/04/movies/kieran-culkin-real-pain-succession.html
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You Want That Gift to Arrive Today? This Is What It Takes.

Retailers like Amazon, Walmart and Target have figured out that if they get you your online order today, you will probably spend more tomorrow.

Amazon has opened more than 55 same-day delivery centers around the country, including one in the Bronx. Victor Llorente for The New York Times



By Jordyn Holman
Photographs by Victor Llorente
This story was possible thanks to Jordyn Holman's parents, who include her on their family Amazon Prime account.


Dec 03, 2024 at 04:24 PM

One day in early November, I ordered an emotional support pickle. The image on Amazon showed a green crocheted prolate vegetable, with a pink bow fixed on top and two black button eyes. It held a sign that read, "Emotional Support Pickle: I will always be around to let you know that you are a BIG DILL."

I wanted it right away. And my wish seemed attainable.

In the past year, if you've shopped online from one of the big retailers, you've probably noticed new delivery options. You do not have to wait two days or even overnight for your package to arrive. Instead, you can get what you want that very afternoon, between 4 and 8 p.m., if you'd like.

For $6.99, I could get a little emotional support during the busy holiday shopping season, which, for a reporter covering the retail industry, is also the busy season. More important, I wanted to understand how it was possible to order a gag gift in the morning and have it arrive before I went to sleep.

Retailers, which have long competed on price or quality, are now in an all-out race for same-day deliveries. Why? Few people truly need the service; if you are desperate for diapers or a special pasta-making attachment, you'll go to the store. But companies have found that, once acquired, the taste for speedy delivery makes customers both loyal and willing to spend more money.

Inside Amazon's same-day center in the Bronx.


Same-day delivery centers store 100,000 commonly ordered items, many of them kept in robotic yellow "pods." Victor Llorente for The New York Times


"Customers love fast delivery, and the faster we deliver, the more often customers come back," said Sarah Mathew, a vice president for delivery experience at Amazon. "It doesn't sound like rocket science, but that was really the aha of 'Oh, we should really continue to invest here.'"

Amazon set the standard for speed. For years, Amazon's Prime membership, which now costs $139 a year, came with two-day shipping. Then in April 2019, it announced that next-day delivery would be the new normal. Almost immediately, sales growth picked up steam.

Retailers like Walmart joined the race, and found they had an advantage: physical stores close to doorsteps. Walmart, which last year started offering customers deliveries in as little as 30 minutes, says it can now offer same-day delivery to 86 percent of all U.S. households from its 4,600 stores. In November, Walmart's chief financial officer said deliveries from stores were up nearly 50 percent from a year earlier and accounted for $2.5 billion in sales in each of the previous 12 consecutive months. Sales on delivered items grew faster than sales in stores.

Target also uses the merchandise in its stores to get same-day orders to customers' homes. And average shipping times for all orders are nearly a day faster than they were a year ago, Target's chief operating officer said last month, helped by sortation centers, which rely on products from its stores and Shipt, a delivery service it purchased in 2017.

Packages make their way through the center to be sorted by delivery route.


An Amazon worker examines a package being sent out for delivery.


Amazon doesn't have thousands of stores near shoppers. So it has tried other techniques. The company introduced drone delivery that could get packages to customers in Texas and Arizona within an hour. There were limits: The item had to be under five pounds. Standing kitchen mixer emergency? Forget it.

In 2023, the company redesigned its U.S. fulfillment network, breaking its nationwide system into eight regions. That meant more products would be closer to more customers, making deliveries faster and cheaper because they had to cover less distance.

The company also shaved time by opening same-day facilities, which combine a warehouse and a delivery depot into one structure. There are more than 55 of these facilities.

With the holiday shopping season in full swing, that speed will be put to the test. On Cyber Monday, consumers spent $13.3 billion, a 7.3 percent increase from last year. 

To see Amazon's same-day delivery "on steroids," as Ms. Mathew put it, I toured one of the company's newest same-day facilities.

I also saw where the company's ambitions to deliver your desires at superhero speed hit some bumps, depending on where you live. The company has same-day delivery to 120 metro areas and is building same-day facilities "where the demand is," Ms. Mathew said. But even within high-demand areas, the system has snafus.

I found this out trying to get my nonedible pickle delivered to my apartment in Brooklyn. "Unbeknownst to you," said Marc Wulfraat, an industry consultant who closely tracks Amazon's facilities, "you stumbled upon a complicated complex."

Or, as Zac Rogers, a professor of operations and supply chain management at Colorado State University, told me, Amazon's same-day delivery "works sort of through a combination basically of elegant innovation and brute force scale."

A New York-Chicago Challenge

In Chicago, Jordyn's father received his pickle, above, just three and a half hours after placing the order.

Jordyn tried, and failed, to get same-day delivery to her home in Brooklyn. She had her emotional-support pickle delivered to a friend instead. Jordyn Holman/The New York Times


Around 11 a.m. on Nov. 7, I tried to order my emotional support pickle. The page responded with a cheery "Thank you for loving same-day delivery this much!" before giving me the bad news: All the same-day delivery offers had been claimed for the day. I should come back tomorrow.

Instead of getting a pickle, I was in one. I vowed to try again.

The next morning, I logged on before 7, surely early enough to grab a slot before everything had been spoken for. But I received the same message. I started changing delivery addresses to see if that would make a difference, eventually hitting the mark with a friend's building about a mile away. I could get my pickle on the same day if I sent it her way. I had to wait for her to wake up, and then there was some back and forth to explain why I urgently needed this item. By then, the same-day slots for her house had disappeared.

Soon after, however, my dad called. My parents live in Chicago, but we share an Amazon Prime account, and he wanted to know why I was changing the addresses. (Monitoring his accounts is one of the many ways my retired father fills his days, I guess.) Curious, he asked to get in on the action. The mission to figure out same-day delivery was now a national one.

He purchased his support pickle around 9 a.m. Following the pickle's progress on the Amazon app on his phone, he saw it go out for delivery before 10. At 12:33, three and a half hours after he made his order, he texted me: The pickle had arrived.

When I ordered the pickle the next morning at 8, Amazon told me that it would arrive at my friend's house between 5 and 10 p.m. It traveled from a fulfillment center in Robbinsville, N.J., and it arrived within that window at 7:30, almost 12 hours later.

I texted my dad the update. "That area is a different beast," he responded.

He was correct. My parents live a short drive from one of Amazon's same-day facilities. I do not.

Pods and Cubbies Along the Happy Path

In New York City, there is one Amazon same-day center: a 218,000-square-foot warehouse in the Bronx that sits on the lot of a former multiplex cinema and has been operating for a year. The combined warehouse and delivery depot sends same-day orders to customers in the Bronx and nearby Queens, but not to Manhattan, Brooklyn or Staten Island.

Other fulfillment centers can accommodate same-day deliveries by adding a dedicated group that handles those orders  -- which is how the pickle reached my friend's house -- but they are not set up in quite the same way. One way to move things faster is by limiting the options. Amazon's large fulfillment centers can store up to 40 million products, but same-day centers like the one in the Bronx keep on hand just the 100,000 top-selling items for that area.

"This is their version of a Walmart store," Mr. Wulfraat, the consultant, said.

On a recent Tuesday morning, Pratik Shah, a 28-year-old site manager, led me on a tour of the Bronx center. He showed me the "happy path" that my emotional support pickle would have taken had I lived in the right borough. It takes an average of five hours from the time a customer clicks the buy button to when the item arrives at the door, Mr. Shah said.

It takes an average of five hours from the time a customer clicks the buy button to when the item arrives at the door.


Drivers at Amazon's same-day center in the Bronx are considered contractors by the company, a designation that some drivers are challenging.


The available merchandise is determined by what millions of customers are searching for and purchasing frequently. In the Bronx, that includes "everyday essentials" like Gatorade, garbage bags, cat litter and adhesive hooks, as well as electronics like frequently misplaced iPhone chargers and air tags to find them the next time.

As Halloween approaches, more costumes are moved to same-day delivery. The same goes for toys as Christmas nears.

"It's not necessarily going to be what you want," said Matthew Hockenberry, a historian of supply chains at Fordham University. "It's what you are willing to accept."

When a customer places a same-day order and it is routed to the Bronx center, things start happening quickly. Smaller items that can be grabbed by hand are stored on tall yellow robots called "pods." These previously packed pods navigate to workers' stations. Think of those pods as shelves in a store. (Larger items are held in another part of the warehouse.)

Merchandise available in the same-day center is determined by what customers are searching for frequently.


Keri Simon takes items from a yellow storage pod and moves them into a gray cubbyhole, where other workers pack the items.


While I watched, a screen directed Keri Simon, a fulfillment center associate, to grab particular items off the pod -- a bottle of shampoo or a 2025 New Yorker calendar -- and place them in a gray cubbyhole.

On the other side of the cubbyholes, Isabel Isais packed the items into one of three different sleeves: two sizes of brown paper and one plastic option. The computer in front showed which packaging to choose. Using these sleeves is faster than loading up boxes. Then a machine spit out a shipping label, which Ms. Isais put on the package.

All of this took seconds.

From there, my emotional support pickle would have been placed on a conveyor belt that carried it around the plant until it reached a machine that stamped a yellow sticker indicating its delivery route on the wrapped package. Amazon uses what it calls "routing technology" to account for the type of delivery locations, the size and weight of the package, walking distance and getting in and out of the vehicle.

On its final leg in the warehouse, the package falls down a designated chute where workers place packages in a cart. The carts, which hold up to 75 packages, are rolled to a pickup area. Delivery drivers then pull their assigned cart into the parking lot for one of the four daily deliveries: "breakfast," "brunch," "lunch" or "dinner" -- the meal you may be eating when your package arrives.

Making Nice With the Doorman

One of the biggest issues in delivery is the "last-mile" problem -- getting an object from a warehouse to your doorstep. This step adds costs, and the logistics can be hairy. And in cities like New York, a profusion of delivery vehicles block narrow streets and create traffic jams.

In the parking lot of Amazon's center in the Bronx, there are no Amazon delivery trucks, just a lot of Nissans and Toyotas. The delivery drivers wear blue Amazon vests, but they drive their own cars, loading up their trunks and back seats with goods.

Packages are sorted into carts for delivery.


Amazon Flex drivers pick up packages, using their own cars for delivery.


Amazon classifies drivers who handle Amazon's same-day deliveries -- called Amazon Flex -- as independent contractors. But the drivers sued Amazon in 2016, saying they were being misclassified; that proposed class action is still being litigated.

For the time being, Amazon limits its same-day orders in New York City because of traffic and other issues, said Brian Perez, who leads Amazon's same-day operations in several Northeastern states. Delivering in the city creates special headaches, particularly in Manhattan, where drivers and e-bike delivery people can be foiled by incorrect passcodes or mislabeled apartment numbers.

Mr. Perez said he had a team that worked "with the lobby management" to build Amazon lockers or "cater our delivery times around each of the apartment building constraints."

They make friendly with the doorman, essentially.

Before I left the Bronx same-day center, I wanted to know if there had ever been an item that made Mr. Perez scratch his head and wonder, "Does that person really need that today?"

After some coaxing, he offered an answer.

"I mean, a PlayStation controller comes to mind," Mr. Perez said. "Did you really need that same day?"

But, in truth, he didn't judge. Some people are avid gamers. Some need their Gatorade electrolyte boost. Some have a yen for an emotional support pickle.

"To each his own, right?" he said. It was his job, along with the robots, the pickers, the packers, the scanners and the drivers, to get them there.
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China Just Showed Washington How It Plans to Fight the Next Trade War

Faltering U.S. industrial leadership has allowed China to take a harder trade stance as President-elect Donald Trump prepares to take office.

Workers at a manufacturer in Shandong Province, in eastern China, that makes semiconductors for the automotive industry. Future Publishing, via Getty Images



By Keith Bradsher
Reporting from Beijing


Dec 04, 2024 at 04:55 PM

When Donald J. Trump fired the opening shots in a trade war during his first term, Chinese officials often took days to respond and Chinese businesses followed every threat with alarm.

But this week, after the Biden administration broadened its restrictions on advanced technology that could be sent to China, Beijing announced sweeping retaliation in a single day. The country's stock market investors mostly shrugged at the Biden administration's action.

And on Wednesday, General Motors, a onetime cornerstone of American industrial might, said it was taking a $5 billion hit to profit to recognize that it was no longer able to adequately compete with Chinese carmakers.

The fast-moving developments have underlined how far China has come as an industrial superpower, and its readiness for a potentially bruising battle with the second Trump administration. China now has a manufacturing sector that is larger than those of the United States, Germany, Japan, South Korea and Britain put together. It produces some of the world's most advanced technology.

There are a few areas in which China has not caught up with the United States, with the most advanced semiconductors perhaps being the most prominent. But in many other sectors, including all but the fastest semiconductors, its manufacturers are coming close to ending their dependence on American supplies.

That was evident in the announcement on Tuesday by four government-linked trade associations that urged Chinese companies making everything from cars to communications equipment to be wary of buying any more American computer chips.

"The Chinese chip industry is stronger now than eight years ago, so we can make such a strong declaration," said Hu Xijin, an influential nationalistic commentator in China. "Eight years ago, such a declaration was unthinkable," said Mr. Hu, who has nearly 25 million followers on social media.

Beijing's other response to Washington on Tuesday, involving minerals, also highlighted China's new willingness to publicly and directly confront foreign trading partners. The Ministry of Commerce, in a statement on its website, said it had banned with immediate effect the export of four critical minerals to the United States that were mined or processed mainly in China.

When China imposed a two-month export embargo on rare earth metals to Japan in 2010, by contrast, it did so in complete secrecy. The Commerce Ministry called in representatives of two dozen companies, told them not to export and warned them that they would lose their export licenses if they told the news media.

G.M.'s Chevrolet booth at the Shanghai auto show last year. Qilai Shen for The New York Times


The most recent sign of China's industrial muscle came in the profit charges by General Motors, which the company has incurred while restructuring its China joint venture with SAIC Motor. When Mr. Trump took office in early 2017, the Chinese ventures of G.M. and Volkswagen were locked in a long-running battle for leadership in China while domestic brands lagged far behind.

But G.M. brands that used to rank among the leaders in China sales, like Buick, Chevrolet and Cadillac, no longer even rank among the top 20. BYD, a Chinese electric car manufacturer based in Shenzhen, is now the best-selling brand in China and is rapidly stepping up exports to the rest of the world.

When G.M. opened an assembly line in Shanghai in 1998, the company showed off the several dozen robots it had imported from outside China. But when Volkswagen -- Germany's signature automaker -- opened an electric car assembly plant last year in Hefei, China, it ordered just one robot imported from its home country. VW bought the other 1,074 robots from a factory in Shanghai.

And while G.M.'s decision to open an assembly line in Shanghai in the late 1990s to build 100,000 Buicks a year was a big bet on the Chinese market, BYD is now building an industrial complex in Hefei with the capacity to make 1.5 million cars a year.

China has used tariffs and other fiscal policies to help its homegrown companies gain an advantage: It charges taxes totaling as much as 100 percent on imported cars and sport utility vehicles with large gasoline engines, a category in which G.M. is strong. By contrast, electric cars from Chinese manufacturers face a tax rate of only 13 percent.

So G.M. and its Detroit rivals have long been unable to sell more than a trickle of cars from the United States in China. Now even their sales of gasoline-powered cars from factories inside China have plunged as more than half of Chinese buyers choose battery-electric or plug-in hybrid cars.

The big question now is how the Trump administration will respond to China's assertive stance. For decades, China has fairly consistently sold about $4 worth of goods to the United States for every $1 worth of goods that it buys. That imbalance partly reflects Beijing's many tariffs and informal limits on imports, as well as an enormous government effort during nearly two decades to replace imported manufactured goods with domestic production. 

Overall Sino-American trade has grown rapidly. So the lopsided ratio has translated into a large American trade deficit.

China's overall trade surplus in manufactured goods, mainly but not entirely with the United States, now equals a tenth of the country's entire economic output. That surplus has created millions of factory jobs in China. But it also means China has more to lose than the United States does in a broad trade war.

Chinese officials appear to be preparing for a world in which they do not seek confrontation with the United States, but are prepared for the two countries to pursue their own economic paths. Their preferred term for that course: "peaceful coexistence."
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Trump Picks Paul Atkins to Run the S.E.C.

Mr. Atkins, a pro-business conservative, would likely take a lighter regulatory approach than the current chair of the Securities and Exchange Commission.

Paul Atkins, 66, a conservative Republican, is a revered figure in Washington legal circles and the securities regulatory community.  Joshua Roberts/Reuters



By Matthew Goldstein and David Yaffe-Bellany



Dec 04, 2024 at 05:59 PM

President-elect Donald J. Trump picked Paul Atkins to serve as chair of the Securities and Exchange Commission, turning to a pro-business conservative and former regulator to run the agency that is in charge of protecting investors from fraud and malfeasance on Wall Street.

Mr. Trump made the announcement in a post on his Truth Social platform on Wednesday.

Mr. Atkins, 66, who was an S.E.C. commissioner under President George W. Bush, is a well-known, and generally admired, figure in Washington legal circles and the securities regulatory community. In the early 1990s he worked at the S.E.C. during both Republican and Democratic administrations.

He is also seen as a strong advocate for looser regulation of crypto assets -- an issue that Mr. Trump adopted as part of his campaign.

Shortly after his term as S.E.C. commissioner ended in 2008, Mr. Atkins founded Patomak Global Partners, a financial services consulting firm. Patomak provides advisory services to banks and investment firms on regulatory and compliance matters. More recently, the firm has advised clients on issues related to crypto and digital assets.

Patomak is an influential firm in the financial world and many lawyers who have worked at the S.E.C. are familiar with Mr. Atkins. Tyler Gellasch, a former S.E.C. lawyer who runs the Healthy Markets Association, an organization that advocates greater securities regulation, called Mr. Atkins the "godfather of Republican capital markets policy."

Mr. Atkins, a lawyer, has been playing an active role in helping to draft "best practices" for crypto trading platforms as co-chair of the Token Alliance, which is part of the Digital Chamber of Commerce. He is also on the advisory board for Securitize, a digital asset firm that promotes the use of digital tokens.

His nomination will need Senate confirmation.

In tapping Mr. Atkins to serve as the nation's top securities cop, Mr. Trump chose someone who is likely to take a lighter regulatory approach than the current S.E.C. chair, Gary Gensler. The fast-growing cryptocurrency market, in particular, has bristled against efforts to regulate it.

Mr. Trump, in his post, said "Paul is a proven leader for common sense regulations." He added that Mr. Atkins "recognizes that digital assets & other innovations are crucial to Making America Greater than Ever Before."

The crypto industry spent tens of millions of dollars during this year's presidential campaign to support candidates who favor softer regulation and seek to back away from the Biden administration's crypto crackdown, which included lawsuits and criminal charges against some of the industry's leading figures. Mr. Trump himself is now directly involved in the industry with a new cryptocurrency venture that was unveiled in September and will be run by his two oldest sons. And the president-elect's transition team consulted with crypto executives on key regulatory appointments, including at the S.E.C.

"Paul will embrace technological innovation, especially crypto and digital finance after years of S.E.C. hostility and regulation by enforcement," said Chris Giancarlo, a former government regulator who served alongside Mr. Atkins as an adviser to the Digital Chamber.

Mr. Gensler's tenure has drawn criticism from Republicans on Capitol Hill who say he has used his post to push progressive causes. His five-year term runs to June 2026, but he announced last month that he would step down on Jan. 20, when Mr. Trump is sworn into office.

The new S.E.C. chair is likely to try to roll back many of Mr. Gensler's initiatives, among them his push to have public companies deal with issues like climate change and promote diversity.

A number of regulations enacted under Mr. Gensler are being challenged in the courts. It's possible that the new chair will decide to simply stop litigating those cases rather than go through the time-consuming process of rescinding rules, said Mr. Gellasch.

Most of the criticism from the crypto industry and legislators -- including Democrats -- has centered on Mr. Gensler's decision to treat crypto assets as regulated securities. Critics say crypto assets should be treated as either commodities or digital currencies and therefore out of the reach of the S.E.C.

During the presidential campaign, Mr. Trump promised to end the S.E.C.'s legal crackdown on crypto. 

The S.E.C. is now likely to either take a hands-off approach to crypto or be selective in which crypto assets it designates as securities and therefore subject to regulation and enforcement actions. The new regulator's go-lightly approach would probably dovetail with a renewed push in the Republican-controlled Congress to pass a law that removes most digital assets from the S.E.C.'s jurisdiction.

One of the first things the new chair will have to decide is whether to continue the high-profile enforcement action the S.E.C. filed against Coinbase, a big crypto exchange. The S.E.C. charged the company with violating securities law by failing to register as a broker and allowing unregistered crypto assets to be sold on its platform. It was one of Mr. Gensler's signature cases.

The Coinbase case cuts to the heart of his strategy of treating virtually all crypto assets as securities. Coinbase has vehemently objected to the S.E.C.'s approach.

The new S.E.C. chair could seek to dismiss the case or find a settlement that is agreeable to Coinbase.

Dennis Kelleher, chief executive of Better Markets, a nonprofit that advocates greater Wall Street regulation, said he expected the new S.E.C. chair to dismiss not only the Coinbase lawsuit but also any other active enforcement actions the regulator filed against a crypto firm.

After Mr. Atkins was selected on Wednesday, crypto enthusiasts hailed him as a "pro-Bitcoin" choice who would be much friendlier to the industry.

"A great day for crypto," said Alexander Grieve, vice president of government affairs at the crypto investment firm Paradigm. Another industry executive, Greg Xethalis, said that Mr. Atkins's leadership would herald "a dramatic change from the existing regime that acted to explicitly push crypto offshore."

The position of S.E.C. chair is critical in setting policy decisions for the commission. But the chair is just one of five commission members.

However, the Democrats will have just a single commissioner on the S.E.C. after Jaime Lizarraga, a Democrat, also steps down, on Jan. 17, to spend more time with his ailing wife.

Yet for all the anger on the right that Mr. Gensler has drawn for his aggressive approach to regulating crypto, enforcement actions brought by the S.E.C. declined during the past fiscal year.

The S.E.C. reported last month that it filed 26 percent fewer enforcement actions in the fiscal year that ended on Sept. 30 compared with the year earlier.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/12/04/business/trump-sec-paul-atkins.html



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




Guardian Journalists Strike Over Planned Sale of Sister Publication

Workers have begun a 48-hour walkout, the first in 50 years for the outlet, over a proposal to sell The Observer to Tortoise Media, a digital media start-up.

A deal to sell The Observer to a digital media start-up could be announced soon. PA Images, via Reuters Connect



By Eshe Nelson
Reporting from London


Dec 04, 2024 at 02:52 PM

Journalists at the Guardian and the Observer newspapers in Britain began a 48-hour strike on Wednesday over plans to sell The Observer, the country's oldest-running Sunday publication, to a digital media start-up.

Workers picketed outside their newsroom in London to protest the proposed sale to Tortoise Media, arguing it had been "rushed through" without the support of the staff.

It is the first strike in more than 50 years for Guardian News & Media, which publishes both papers. The Observer has run in print since 1791. The plans to sell it came to light in September and were a surprise to journalists, who are now calling for the company to pause sale negotiations and consider alternatives.

The deal is nearly done and could be announced soon, according to a person briefed on the talks who spoke on the condition of anonymity because the details were private. The Scott Trust, the owner of both publications, wanted to ensure that it would remain one of the largest shareholders with a say in The Observer's editorial direction, an issue that was expected to be resolved shortly, the person said.

"It can't be right to go ahead with a rushed sale when journalists haven't been consulted and we do not understand the logic for this," said Sonia Sodha, a columnist for The Observer who was on the picket line Wednesday morning. "We think it puts both Observer and Guardian journalism at risk."

The Guardian bought The Observer in 1993. Executives have said the sale would allow the company to focus on international expansion.

Tortoise Media was founded by the British media veteran James Harding, a former director of BBC News, and Matthew Barzun, a former U.S. ambassador to Britain. It began publishing in 2019 with an emphasis on what it calls "slow news," with articles, newsletters, podcasts and in-person events.

A handout image from the National Union of Journalists, a British trade union, of journalists and union representatives striking on Wednesday outside the Guardian and Observer headquarters in London. Mark Thomas


Some journalists at the newspapers have questioned the financial viability of the deal, arguing that Tortoise, a loss-making digital start-up, would not be able to protect The Observer's future better than the Scott Trust, which has an endowment fund of 1.3 billion pounds ($1.7 billion).

Tortoise Media has proposed investing PS25 million in The Observer, putting its online content behind a paywall and continuing to publish a print edition on Sundays. Tortoise's latest investors include Standard Investments, an arm of the American conglomerate Standard Industries, and This Day, a philanthropic organization led by Gary Lubner, who is also a major donor to Britain's Labour Party.

"While we recognize the strength of feeling toward the potential changes proposed," a representative of the Guardian Media Group said, "our priority is to ensure The Observer's journalism continues to have a leading role in the liberal media landscape."

Alongside journalists, British authors, actors and other well-known figures have spoken out against the sale. Five former editors of The Observer and Alan Rusbridger, the former editor of The Guardian, recently wrote to the Scott Trust to warn that the sale was a "gamble" and urged for negotiations to be paused.

A second 48-hour strike is proposed for next week. In the meantime, the journalists' union will negotiate with Guardian executives.

Separating The Observer from the seven-day operation of The Guardian and putting it behind a paywall would reduce the reach of The Observer's journalism and the ability of The Guardian to provide top journalism throughout the weekend, Ms. Sodha said.

"We know that this deal is bad for The Observer and The Guardian," she said.
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BlackRock Jumps Deeper Into the Private Markets

The world's largest investor is buying HPS, a major provider of private credit, for $12 billion.

Through acquisitions, BlackRock is expanding into the rapidly growing world of private credit.  Michael Nagle/Bloomberg



By Maureen Farrell



Dec 03, 2024 at 11:45 PM

BlackRock, the world's largest asset manager, is known for its heft in the public markets, particularly through its iShares exchange-traded funds.

But this year, BlackRock has been aggressively claiming a major foothold in the private markets. On Tuesday, it made its latest push, announcing a deal to buy HPS Investment Partners -- a firm that specializes in making private loans to companies -- for roughly $12 billion.

Buying HPS, which manages $148 billion in investor money, would fundamentally reshape almost any other financial firm in the world. For BlackRock, which manages about $11.5 trillion for its clients, that figure is just a small percentage of its overall asset base.

Still, the deal to buy HPS, after two other significant private-market transactions this year, is helping answer a question that BlackRock's own investors have been asking: With so much money already, where can BlackRock grow?

Early this year, BlackRock spent roughly $12.5 billion to acquire Global Infrastructure Partners, a major investor in airports and data centers across the globe. In June, it announced a $3 billion deal to buy Preqin, a major data provider for the private markets.

The HPS deal will make BlackRock one of the five largest providers of private credit in the world.

Private credit is a corner of finance that has exploded in recent years. A number of nonbank investment firms, including HPS, Blue Owl and Ares, have become major lenders to large, typically highly indebted companies. In doing so, they've taken market share away from major banks.

In the past decade, this private-credit market has grown to about $2 trillion, more than 10 times its size in 2009. In its news release announcing Tuesday's deal, BlackRock predicted that the market would more than double to $4.5 trillion by 2030.

BlackRock's chief executive and chairman, Laurence D. Fink, said investors were increasingly looking for a mix of both private debt and publicly traded bonds. "The blending of public and private credit is a standard for long-term durable fixed income portfolios," he said on a conference call on Tuesday.

Investors appeared to like the deal, sending BlackRock's stock up nearly 2 percent Tuesday. This year, its stock has jumped 30 percent, outperforming the S&P 500, which is up about 27 percent.

While most analysts, including Glenn Schorr at Evercore ISI, cheered the deal, Mr. Schorr offered a note of caution on BlackRock's recent spate of deal-making: "It does come with execution risk as money, power and integration issues" arise. 
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G.M.'s Ailing China Business Will Deal It a $5 Billion Blow

General Motors and other foreign automakers are selling fewer cars and losing lots of money in China, where domestic electric and hybrid cars have taken off.

A General Motors booth at Shanghai's auto show. G.M.'s joint venture in China was created in 1997 and made considerable profits for many years. Qilai Shen for The New York Times



By Neal E. Boudette



Dec 04, 2024 at 11:46 AM

General Motors said on Wednesday that it would take a more than $5 billion hit to its profit as it restructured its ailing operations in China, which have been losing money as its car sales there have dropped sharply.

G.M. and SAIC Motor, a state-owned company, operate a 50-50 joint venture, SAIC-GM, that is based in Shanghai and produces and sells vehicles under several brand names, including Cadillac and Buick. Founded in 1997, the venture once grew steadily and generated considerable profits.

But over the last several years, the business has lost market share to Chinese manufacturers that invested heavily in electric and hybrid cars, which have come to account for more than half of all vehicles sold in China.

G.M. said in a regulatory filing that it would report an expense of $2.6 billion to $2.9 billion in the fourth quarter to reflect the reduction in the value of G.M.'s investment in its Chinese joint venture on its balance sheet. Another $2.7 billion expense, most of which will be recognized in the fourth quarter, will reflect G.M.'s share of the cost of restructuring measures the joint venture will take.

In the first nine months of the year, G.M. lost $347 million on its Chinese operations. Its sales in the country fell nearly 20 percent in that period, while its market share dropped to 6.8 percent, from 8.6 percent a year earlier and more than 15 percent in 2015.

The announcement indicates that G.M. does not expect its Chinese operations to rebound soon.

"We are focused on capital efficiency and cost discipline and have been working with SGM to turn around the business in China in order to be sustainable and profitable in the market," the company said in a filing to the Securities and Exchange Commission. "We are close to finalizing our restructuring plan with our partner, and we expect our results in China in 2025 to show year-over-year improvement."

G.M.'s troubles in China, the world's largest vehicle market, reflect a broader trend. Almost all foreign automakers there, including European, Japanese and South Korean companies, are struggling as increasingly ambitious Chinese car companies like BYD and Geely introduce new models and slash prices. Many of those automakers are also exporting a growing number of cars to other countries in Asia, Europe and Latin America.

Ford Motor has been working to streamline and reorganize its Chinese joint venture for several years. The automaker spent $881 million restructuring the business in the first nine months of the year.

Volkswagen, an early entrant into the Chinese market, was the top-selling automaker in the country for four decades. But its business there has slumped as car buyers have quickly turned to electric and hybrid vehicles made by BYD, which is vying this year to pass Tesla as the world's largest producer of electric cars, and by others.

BYD also appears poised to pass Ford this year to become the world's sixth-largest automaker overall.

Volkswagen's vehicle sales in China have dropped more than 10 percent this year, compounding other troubles for the German company. It recently said it might have to close factories in its home country for the first time.

Last week, Volkswagen said it was looking to sell stakes in operations in China's northwestern Xinjiang region, where the authorities have cracked down harshly on a predominantly Muslim ethnic group that lives there.

Chinese banks and local governments have provided low-cost loans, land and other incentives to locally owned automakers, enabling some to sell cars for less than they cost to produce.

In an October letter to shareholders, G.M.'s chief executive, Mary T. Barra, said the company was seeing improvements in its Chinese operations. Sales in China in the third quarter were better than in the second, while dealer inventory fell sharply and electric vehicle sales were on track to hit the company's 2024 production and profit targets.

G.M. is solidly profitable in North America, which is where the company makes the vast majority of its profits. In October, the automaker said it expected to report 2024 net income of $10.4 billion to $11.1 billion.
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Amazon Sued Over Slow Deliveries to Low-Income Areas

The District of Columbia's attorney general said the company deliberately outsourced Prime member deliveries in certain ZIP codes.

At the heart of the District of Columbia suit is Amazon's Prime service, which offers same-day, one-day and two-day delivery. Jim Wilson/The New York Times



By Cecilia Kang



Dec 04, 2024 at 01:43 PM

The attorney general of the District of Columbia sued Amazon on Wednesday, accusing it of violating consumer protection laws by making slower deliveries to Prime members in historically lower-income neighborhoods.

In one of the first complaints of its kind, which was filed with the Superior Court of the District of Columbia, Attorney General Brian L. Schwalb said Amazon had deliberately and secretly stopped its fastest delivery service to the nearly 50,000 Prime subscribers in certain ZIP codes that were lower-income neighborhoods.

According to the lawsuit, Amazon has used third parties like United Parcel Service and the Postal Service to make Prime deliveries in those areas for the past two years. That resulted in slower deliveries than those made by Amazon's own delivery drivers, who serve other Washington residents.

Amazon "cannot covertly decide that a dollar in one ZIP code is worth less than a dollar in another," Mr. Schwalb said in a statement. "We're suing to stop this deceptive conduct and make sure District residents get what they're paying for."

Amazon told Mr. Schwalb that it had made the change because of safety concerns in those neighborhoods, the attorney general said. He said the company had violated consumer protection laws by failing to disclose the change to consumers.

Amazon said that it disagreed that it had deceived customers and that it had informed Prime subscribers in those areas about each stage of the delivery process. The company said it tried to work with the office of the attorney general to support crime prevention and improve safety for drivers in those areas.

"The claims made by the attorney general, that our business practices are somehow discriminatory or deceptive, are categorically false," Kelly Nantel, a spokeswoman for Amazon, said. "We want to be able to deliver as fast as we possibly can to every ZIP code across the country, however, at the same time, we must put the safety of delivery drivers first."

The suit adds to growing regulatory scrutiny of Amazon's treatment of customers. The District of Columbia sued the company in 2021 over price-fixing allegations, a case that an appeals court revived in August. In a suit filed last year, the Federal Trade Commission accused Amazon of illegally protecting a monopoly over swaths of online retail by squeezing merchants and favoring its own services, causing "artificially higher prices." The case is pending.

At the heart of the District of Columbia's latest lawsuit is Amazon's Prime membership service, which costs $139 annually and includes offers for same-day, one-day and two-day delivery.

Until 2022, Amazon used its own logistics network to make deliveries to residents in lower-income areas of the city east of the Anacostia River, according to the suit. But then Amazon began outsourcing those deliveries.

The change was not disclosed to customers and created longer delivery times for those neighborhoods than for the rest of the city, according to Mr. Schwalb.

In 2023, for example, the rest of the city's Prime members received their packages within two days of checkout 75 percent of the time. But subscribers in the affected ZIP codes received their packages within two days only 24 percent of the time, according to the lawsuit.
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North Carolina Town Sues Duke Energy Over Climate Change

Carrboro accused Duke, one the nation's largest utility companies, of ignoring data about climate change while increasing use of fossil fuels.

Duke Energy provides electricity service to more than eight million customers and natural gas to almost two million. Jeff Amy/Associated Press



By Ivan Penn and Karen Zraick



Dec 04, 2024 at 03:20 PM

A North Carolina town filed a lawsuit on Wednesday accusing Duke Energy, one of the nation's largest utility companies, of deceiving the public about climate change and contributing to the warming of the planet.

The mayor and City Council of Carrboro, a town next to Chapel Hill, said in its lawsuit in North Carolina Superior Court that Duke Energy had known for decades that its operations contributed to the climate crisis but failed to curb its emissions of greenhouse gases. Instead, the lawsuit argues, the company increased its use of fossil fuels, often in disadvantaged communities.

"Historically underserved and marginalized communities are facing disproportionate impacts and health risks that are associated with climate change," said Barbara Foushee, Carrboro's mayor. "This was not an easy decision to make, but I believe that we must be courageous as we call out these injustices and seek change and accountability."

The town said Duke Energy's actions were costing its residents millions of dollars because climate change had increased damage from floods and other extreme weather. Duke Energy, which is based in Charlotte, N.C., provides electricity to more than eight million customers in six states and natural gas to almost two million customers in five states. The company is one of the biggest operators of coal and natural gas power plants in the United States.

Duke Energy said Wednesday that it was reviewing the complaint and that it would "continue working with policymakers and regulators to deliver reliable and increasingly clean energy while keeping rates as low as possible."

Allegations that energy companies covered up what they knew about climate change and misled the public have formed the basis of more than two dozen lawsuits by state and local governments across the United States since 2017. The claims include violations of consumer protection, public nuisance and fraud laws.

None have gone to trial yet. Many have been tied up in disputes about whether they should be adjudicated under state or federal law. State laws are seen as generally more favorable to plaintiffs.

Republican states and oil companies have asked the U.S. Supreme Court to rule that the cases fall under federal law and to block them from proceeding. They argue that the lawsuits amount to an attempt to make energy policy through litigation. The Supreme Court has asked the U.S. solicitor general for input on two related cases, a sign that the justices could decide to hear them.

One previous case against Exxon Mobil brought by the attorney general of New York contended that the oil company had misled investors about what climate change regulation would cost the company. That suit, which was narrowly focused on investor fraud, failed in a federal court in 2019.

Duke Energy is facing the case as electric utilities assume a leading role in the transition to cleaner forms of energy, including by powering heat pumps and electric cars. Many utilities, including Duke, have made commitments to increase their use of forms of energy that do not emit greenhouse gases.

But some energy experts are concerned that the utility industry's efforts to reduce its emissions could falter as it works to provide a lot more power to computer data centers for artificial intelligence services. In addition, President-elect Donald J. Trump has called climate change a "hoax" and said he would do away with many of President Biden's policies designed to address climate change.

Duke Energy has been rated the nation's third-biggest emitter of gases responsible for climate change on the Greenhouse 100 Polluters Index, by the Political Economy Research Institute at the University of Massachusetts Amherst.

In its lawsuit, Carrboro claims that Duke Energy and its predecessor companies knew the risks of climate change for more than 50 years, first learning about its potential effects during an industry conference in 1968.

During that meeting, the lawsuit claims, a leading scientist explained to industry executives that by 2000, higher use of fossil fuels would raise the amount of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere by 25 percent. According to the lawsuit, the scientist said this increase "might, therefore, produce major consequences on the climate -- possibly even triggering catastrophic effects."

Rather than act on the warning, the lawsuit said, Duke engaged in a conspiracy to conceal the causes and consequences of climate change, delaying the transition away from fossil fuels. In a 2004 annual report, one of the utility's acquisitions, Cinergy, claimed that there was "an unresolved but robust debate on the 'science' of global warming," according to the lawsuit.

Carrboro and its supporters, which include NC WARN, an environmental group that represents consumers on utility matters, contend that Duke Energy's knowledge and behavior highlight deliberate efforts by the company to avoid the transition to a clean energy future.

"This lawsuit exposes Duke Energy executives as using the tobacco scandal playbook," said Jim Warren, executive director NC WARN. "They're making the global climate crisis worse despite widespread and accelerating misery."

The lawsuit asks Duke to compensate Carrboro and its residents for the extra costs imposed on them by the company's actions. The suit does not specify a dollar amount.
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McDonald's E. Coli Outbreak Declared Over

Federal health agencies closed their investigations into the bacterial outbreak that sickened 104 people and was linked to onions on the fast-food chain's signature Quarter Pounders.

McDonald's has not served slivered onions on its Quarter Pounder in several states since October, when the E. coli outbreak was first reported. Charles Rex Arbogast/Associated Press



By Teddy Rosenbluth



Dec 03, 2024 at 10:44 PM

Health officials have closed their investigations into an E. coli outbreak linked to raw onions on McDonald's Quarter Pounder hamburgers that sickened more than a hundred people, the Food and Drug Administration announced Tuesday.

In total, 104 people from 14 states were sickened from the contaminated food and 34 were hospitalized. One older person in Colorado died.

Officials said there did not appear to be a "continued food safety concern," because McDonald's had not served slivered onions -- which investigators determined to be the "likely source of contamination"-- on the Quarter Pounders for more than a month. The onions were recalled. And in many states, Quarter Pounders were removed from the menu altogether for several weeks.

There have not been any new illnesses since McDonald's decided to remove the onions from its menu on Oct. 22, according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.

Evidence linking the onions to the food-borne illnesses was limited. According to the F.D.A., one sample from the recalled onions supplied by Taylor Farms, a large vegetable and fruit grower, and an environmental sample from an onion grower in Washington State tested positive for E. coli. But those samples did not match the bacterial strain found in those customers who became ill, the agency said.

Still, the F.D.A. investigation determined that the yellow onions were the likely source of the outbreak based on interviews with those who were sickened and from information provided by the distributors of the product. Of the people who recalled what they ate, roughly 84 percent had a menu item with slivered onions.

McDonald's identified Taylor Farms as its onion supplier in the Mountain West, and added that it would indefinitely discontinue the use of Taylor Farms onions from its Colorado Springs facility.

"The process to reach this point has at times felt long, challenging and uncertain," Michael Gonda, McDonald's North America chief impact officer, and Cesar Pina, the chief supply chain officer, said in a statement. "But it is critical that public officials examine every possible angle, and we are deeply grateful that they moved quickly to identify and, in partnership with McDonald's, contain the issue."

Illnesses related to the outbreak were first reported in late October, prompting McDonald's to recall its Quarter Pounder hamburgers in 10 states. Other fast-food chains including Taco Bell, KFC, Pizza Hut and Burger King also stopped offering onions in their menu items as a precautionary measure.

McDonald's is now facing lawsuits from several customers claiming to have fallen ill from the outbreak. Its spokesmen said the company was "laser-focused" on regaining its customers' trust.
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Children Worked Dangerous Shifts at Iowa Slaughterhouse, Inquiry Finds

Qvest Sanitation was ordered to pay nearly $172,000 after the Labor Department found it had employed 11 children to clean equipment on overnight shifts at a pork processing plant in Sioux City, Iowa.

The Labor Department found that two sanitation companies had hired children to clean equipment at a pork processing plant operated by Seaboard Triumph Foods in Sioux City, Iowa. KC McGinnis for The New York Times



By Aimee Ortiz



Dec 03, 2024 at 11:50 PM

An Oklahoma-based cleaning company has been fined nearly $172,000 after federal investigators found that it had hired nearly a dozen children to work dangerous overnight shifts at an Iowa slaughterhouse.

The 11 children were hired by Qvest Sanitation of Guymon, Okla., to work at a pork processing plant in Sioux City, Iowa, operated by Seaboard Triumph Foods, the Labor Department said. The children used corrosive cleaners to wash equipment, including head splitters, jaw pullers, band saws and neck clippers, the department said last week.

The department did not say how old the children were when they were working in the plant.

Adam Greer, Qvest's vice president of operations, said in a statement that the company had not been able to confirm the allegations because the Labor Department "has declined to provide us with any names or specific information related to the alleged violations."

"In spite of this, Qvest has not only fully cooperated with the Department of Labor but is and has been committed to strengthening our onboarding process," he said.

It was the second time this year that a company that had been hired to clean the Seaboard Triumph Foods plant in Sioux City had been the target of enforcement action by the Labor Department.

In May, a Tennessee-based company, Fayette Janitorial Service, was ordered to pay $649,000 in civil penalties after an investigation found that it had hired at least two dozen children as young as 13 to work overnight shifts cleaning equipment at Seaboard's Sioux City plant and a Perdue Farms plant on the Eastern Shore of Virginia. Nine of those children worked at the Seaboard plant, the Labor Department said.

When Fayette Janitorial Service took over the plant's sanitation contract in September 2023, it "rehired some of the children previously employed by Qvest," which had held the contract since September 2019, the Labor Department said in its statement.

"These findings illustrate Seaboard Triumph Foods' history of children working illegally in their Sioux City facility since at least September 2019," Michael Lazzeri, the Midwest regional administrator for the Labor Department's wage and hour division, said in the department's statement. "Despite changing sanitation contractors, children continued to work in dangerous occupations at this facility."

In a statement, Seaboard said that it "did not employ any of the alleged individuals" and that it had no evidence that children ever "accessed the plant." It added that Qvest had not been at the facility for over a year.

In July, after Fayette Janitorial Service was ordered to pay the civil penalty, Seaboard announced in a blog post that it had "made the strategic decision to establish our own in-house sanitation team."

In addition to the civil penalty, Qvest was ordered to hire a third-party to adopt policies to prevent the hiring of children, and to establish a process for reporting concerns about the illegal employment of children.

Paul DeCamp, a former head of the Labor Department's wage and hour division who is now a lawyer for Seaboard, said in a statement that the situation with Qvest "underscores the problems facing employers throughout the country: individuals, including minors, obtaining jobs through their use of fraudulent identification documents."

Those documents, he said, are "sophisticated enough to fool even the federal government's E-Verify system," adding that "businesses are victimized by this fraud."

Under federal law, minors are barred from working in dangerous jobs that are common in the meat processing industry, where there is a high risk of injury. But that has not stopped thousands of destitute migrant children from coming to the United States from Mexico and Central America to work hazardous jobs, including in meatpacking plants.

The Labor Department said that employers across the country were fined more than $15.1 million for child labor violations in the fiscal year that ended on Sept. 30, an 89 percent increase from the previous year. Those penalties stemmed from 736 investigations that uncovered the violations affecting more than 4,000 children.

"Ultimately and fundamentally, our role and responsibility is to help make sure we're keeping kids safe," Jessica Looman, the administrator for the Labor Department's wage and hour division, said in an interview.

Kirsten Noyes contributed research.
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Guest Essay


Why I'm Not Giving Up on American Democracy

Viktor Orban in 1989. MTI/Toth Istvan Csaba



By Kati Marton
Ms. Marton is a journalist and author.


Nov 30, 2024 at 12:00 PM

In his dank Budapest prison cell in the mid-1950s, my father imagined he heard Dvorak's "New World" Symphony. Though no one in my family had ever set foot in the actual New World, just knowing it existed brought my father solace during his nearly two-year incarceration.

Locked up in Soviet-occupied Hungary's notorious Fo Street fortress, my father was blessedly still unaware that his wife -- my mother, a reporter for United Press International -- occupied a nearby cell. Nor did he know that his two small children, myself and my older sister, were living with strangers paid to look after them by the American wire services, my parents' employer. Their crime was reporting on the show trials and jailing of priests, nuns and dissidents that Stalinist satellites of the postwar era used to clamp down on dissent.

My parents would find it bitterly disappointing that American conservatives, including Donald Trump, have come to admire their small European homeland, with its habit of choosing the wrong side of history, and even to see it as a role model. Prime Minister Viktor Orban has branded Hungary an "illiberal democracy" as he systematically rolls back hard-won freedoms, reinvents its less than glorious past and cozies up to Russia, Hungary's former occupying power and my parents' jailer.

I recall a different Orban.

In June 1989, I stood with tens of thousands of Hungarians in Budapest's Heroes' Square during the reburial of the fallen leaders of the 1956 uprising against the Soviet-controlled government. From the podium, a bearded, skinny youth captured our attention with a fiery speech. "If we are sufficiently determined, we can force the ruling party to face free elections," he shouted, urging negotiations for the withdrawal of Soviet troops from Hungary. "If we are courageous enough, then and only then can we fulfill the will of the revolution." The 26-year-old speaker's name was Viktor Orban.

The events of 1989, when several members of the Eastern Bloc were throwing off the Soviet yoke, were thrilling. Hungary was taking small steps toward democracy, something that I experienced very personally. At my wedding in 1995 in Budapest, my husband, the diplomat Richard Holbrooke, announced in his toast, "In marrying Kati, I also welcome Hungary to the family of democracies." Hungary's president, Arpad Goncz, four years into his work to democratize the country, was also present.

For a time, Mr. Orban, no longer bearded or skinny, head of the youth party Fidesz, befriended Richard and me. He invited us to dinner and the opera, and we hosted him in our New York apartment at a return dinner. (As it happens, the financier and philanthropist George Soros -- whom Mr. Orban has aggressively attacked in recent years -- was also present on that occasion.)

But in 2002, defeated at the polls after a single term as prime minister, Mr. Orban made sure that he would not be defeated again. Re-elected in 2010, he proceeded to weaken much of Hungary's nascent civil society -- its independent judiciary and its independent media. In this way, he began turning the country into a one-party state.

By some views, Mr. Orban's Hungary is a soft autocracy, since dissidents and reporters aren't jailed; they are merely driven out of business and -- in the case of thousands -- out of the country. Mr. Trump has evidently been impressed by Mr. Orban's skill at eroding democratic norms and ridding himself of pesky political opponents. "There's nobody that's better, smarter or a better leader than Viktor Orban. He's fantastic," Mr. Trump has gushed.

How is it that Mr. Trump's open admiration for Mr. Orban was not enough to warn away more American voters? Beyond showering praise on him, Mr. Trump has already ripped pages from Mr. Orban's playbook: threatening to revoke the broadcast licenses of news channels he derides as "fake," striving to bypass the Senate's confirmation process and appointing lackeys to high positions. Expect much more along lines that Mr. Orban has followed as he's turned Hungary from a fledgling democracy into one of the world's new authoritarian regimes. Even as American journalists debate whether to take Mr. Trump seriously or literally, I recall Voltaire's warning, "He who can persuade you to believe absurdities can persuade you to commit atrocities."

Neither individuals nor nations escape history for long, and with Mr. Trump's election, history threatens to barge into our American democratic sanctuary with a vengeance.

No American child has yet had to open her front door, as I did in 1955, to face three secret policemen, disguised in workers' overalls, declaring, "Your mother called about the meter. Go get her." I called out, "Mama," returned to my room and my playmate and did not see my mother for a year. There was no one to report my parents' arrest to the world, since they were the last independent journalists and now they were silent inmates.

As much as I miss my parents, these days I am almost relieved that they are not alive to see the current version of the country they considered the greatest on earth, the United States. They would now barely recognize it.

A chapter of my parents' past opened in 2005, when, after their death, I got access to the files that the secret police had kept on my family during the years of Soviet domination (even the drawings I made as a 6-year-old merited a place in the Marton dossier). Imagine my pride when I found a document stating that under brutal interrogation my parents "did not compromise a single Hungarian citizen." In his "confession," which I also found in the files, my father had written how 10 years earlier, under the Nazis and their Hungarian allies, "we lost pretty much everything we owned, and I have absolutely no hope that in my lifetime I can rebuild again." Most shockingly, I learned that in his despair my father attempted to commit suicide.

Even though they were victims of the two worst experiments on humankind, Nazism and Communism, my parents did rebuild again, here in the New World.

I recall that America.

In Cold War Budapest, the first American I ever met was the man who showed up in his shiny black Buick, the Stars and Stripes waving on the fender, to visit me and my sister in our foster home on the outskirts of Budapest. He'd brought us unheard-of luxuries: oranges and American-style T-shirts and (bizarrely) frilly party dresses. His name was Christian Ravndal, and he was Washington's envoy to Budapest, the face of America, the decent. It was a time when few Hungarians called on us. Fear is a potent weapon and, as children of "enemies of the people," we were deemed toxic.

Today, I do not contemplate leaving the New World, which allowed us to restart our lives several decades ago. As my parents' daughter, I will not flee into the silence of internal exile, but hold tight to my first glimpse of America: an offering of oranges for a little girl temporarily orphaned by an indecent state.

Kati Marton is the author, most recently, of "The Chancellor: The Remarkable Odyssey of Angela Merkel." She is at work on a biography of the Zionist founder Theodore Herzl.
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Will Trump Be the President of Vice?

 Photo illustration by Rachel Stern for The New York Times



By Charles Fain Lehman
Mr. Lehman is a fellow at the Manhattan Institute and a contributing editor of City Journal.


Dec 04, 2024 at 10:02 AM

This article has been updated to reflect news developments.

President-elect Donald Trump's cabinet selections are a mix of conventional (Senator Marco Rubio and Gov. Doug Burgum) and oddball (Tulsi Gabbard and Robert F. Kennedy Jr.) -- reflecting the heterodox coalition that brought him back to power.

While never a traditional Republican, Mr. Trump, in a second term, looks likely to go further than in his first in dumping many traditional Republican policies. In particular, Mr. Trump seems willing, even eager, to embrace vice.

In his recent campaign, Mr. Trump embraced a strategy of social moderation. Not only did he loudly signal his opposition to hard-line anti-abortion policies, but he also endorsed marijuana legalization in Florida and was aligned with the Biden administration's move to give pot a less restrictive legal status. And he embraced the crypto craze, starting his own cryptocurrency company.

Mr. Trump's moderation on pot, crypto -- which some social conservatives see as closer to gambling than a serious investment -- and other vices appears to have been part of a calculated effort to turn out young men, who, surveys suggest, helped propel him to victory.

Pushing forward with liberalization in these areas could help establish vice voters as part of the new, post-Trump Republican coalition.

But it would also have dangerous social consequences -- consequences that could help fuel an already growing backlash against both Mr. Trump and addictive, harmful goods of all kinds.

Mr. Trump's cabinet picks indicate he could give these voters what they want. Take the issue of drugs. Mr. Kennedy, chosen to be the nation's top health official, has supported federally legalizing marijuana. So has Matt Gaetz, Mr. Trump's first, failed pick to be attorney general -- and even with Mr. Gaetz's name withdrawn, it signaled something striking, given that the attorney general can, after consulting with the health and human services secretary, reclassify controlled substances. 

Mr. Gaetz has also expressed support for relaxing regulations on sports gambling. Ms. Gabbard has said that she wants to decriminalize all drugs, though that's less relevant to her designated role in the new administration as director of national intelligence. Howard Lutnick, proposed to head the Commerce Department, is also a crypto fan.

Mr. Trump himself is no stranger to vice. But he most likely played it up in the campaign in large part because young men became in 2024 an unexpected swing constituency. Historically a left-leaning group, they appear to have been, at least in part, drawn to Mr. Trump for his perceived machismo and repelled by what some saw as scolding feminism in the Democratic Party.

But most important, young men are disproportionately more likely to be consumers of the many legal or semilegal vices that have exploded over the past decade. A vast majority of both crypto owners and sports bettors are male. Men are more likely than women to smoke marijuana and cigarettes. These habits are common: In 2022 an estimated 17.7 million Americans used marijuana daily or almost daily, and the sports gambling and crypto markets have expanded. It makes sense that some of these consumers would vote based on their habits.

Not only Mr. Trump but also Vice President Kamala Harris seemed to believe in the existence of the vice voter. When she proclaimed an "opportunity agenda" for Black men, it included protecting crypto assets and getting them jobs in a legal marijuana industry. In the waning days of the election, her campaign placed ads on sports betting and video game websites.

That Mr. Trump appears to have won many of these voters cements an important part of the broader political realignment. Once the proud party of the Moral Majority and "Just say no," the G.O.P. is now also trying to be the party of gamblers and gamers -- of what the writer (and Times Opinion contributing writer) Matthew Walther, thinking of a popular sports website, labeled "Barstool conservatives." This awkward coalition is reflected in a cabinet that combines Mr. Kennedy with Vice President-elect JD Vance, a staunch opponent of marijuana. And it may well be reflected in how the Trump administration treats vice.

This coalition is being shaped, though, just as the national mood on vice has started to sour. Amid rising reports of dangerous side effects, a majority of Americans now say pot is harmful to most of its users and society. Legalization efforts failed in three states, including Florida, on Election Day. Voters in Massachusetts resoundingly defeated a psychedelics liberalization initiative there. Sports gambling legalization in Missouri is on a knife's edge as a thin margin could send it to a recount. And this year Oregon ended its controversial drug decriminalization policy.

At the moment the Republican Party is embracing vice voters, Americans might be starting to understand the argument social reformers have long made: Vice is bad for society. An emerging body of research suggests that recreational marijuana legalization could cause enormous harms, including worse academic performance, more fatal car accidents, more homelessness, more hospitalization. Crypto speculation has cost everyday Americans millions of dollars. Sports gambling legalization has been linked to increased rates of bankruptcy and ruined credit -- particularly among young men.

Nothing about this is surprising. Pot and gambling are addictive. A subset of users will use them compulsively, in spite of harm to themselves or others. Combine that quality with the free market, and you get addiction for profit, as big businesses not only make money off hooked consumers but also encourage them to do more of the thing that's hurting them and others. Legal vice doesn't just let individuals do what they want; it also creates industries -- as Big Tobacco did in decades past -- to sell people things that are bad for them.

If anything, the incorporation of vice voters into the Trump coalition could help accelerate the still nascent backlash. Democrats, historically the party more sympathetic to personal license, might look with fresh eyes at the public health harms of vice industries. Republican courting of vice voters might yield liberalization in the short run, but in the longer term, negative polarization could turn once-sympathetic opponents hostile.

A decade ago, no one would have guessed that a Republican president might be the one to legalize marijuana. Mr. Trump, though, might just get it done. That would have profoundly negative consequences for public health. But it would also confirm a political shift that could, eventually, see the nation finally turn back against vice.

Charles Fain Lehman is a fellow at the Manhattan Institute and a contributing editor of City Journal.

Source photographs by Doug Mills/The New York Times.
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When Rape in War Is Seen as a Minor Transgression

 Iris Legendre



By Alyona Synenko
Ms. Synenko is a regional spokeswoman for the International Committee of the Red Cross.


Dec 02, 2024 at 10:00 AM

In a remote village church hall this year, one of my colleagues in the Red Cross spoke with about 20 men in mismatched military uniforms. They were members of one of the more than 100 armed groups sprawled across the eastern Democratic Republic of Congo. This mineral-rich region has been ravaged by conflicts for 30 years.

Conscious of the mood in the room and careful to avoid tension, my colleague, a soft-spoken Congolese man whose identity I'm keeping private for his safety, broached the uneasy subject of sexual violence, which had persisted in the region for decades but surged greatly as fighting had escalated in 2023.

"At the beginning, they denied it ever happened," he told me.

As the discussion in this mountainous village progressed, denial gave way to justification: "A man cannot go without a woman," one man said. And even more troubling: "Women want it -- they just don't know how to ask." But eventually, the men began sharing real-life situations and debating them. Someone mentioned that local tradition prohibited touching women when going into combat, a phrase my colleague noted, since it offered insight into the culture. He tried to understand what these men believed about sexual violence and use it in his arguments against it.

The conversation was part of a pilot program the International Committee of the Red Cross has been conducting to try to better address sexual violence in armed conflict. Last year, the United Nations recorded a 50 percent increase in verified cases of conflict-related sexual violence. According to the I.C.R.C., over 120 armed conflicts are happening today, a sharp increase from the number at the start of the millennium. And when new wars erupt, gruesome accounts of sexual violence almost always follow images of death and destruction.

Talking about sexual violence in conflict is difficult. For centuries, its stark cruelty has been blurred by euphemisms uttered in hushed tones. Within the I.C.R.C., the minutes of the decision-making bodies mentioned the word "rape" only five times in 100 years. Unspoken and unnamed, sexual violence has too often been tacitly accepted as an inevitable byproduct of war.

It isn't. Sexual violence is a grave violation of international humanitarian law. But merely breaking the silence isn't enough to prevent it. How we speak about it to those who carry guns matters just as much.

In recent years, the I.C.R.C. has partnered with social scientists to study the culture and behavior of combatants, analyzing examples from the Australian and Philippine armies, armed groups in Colombia and northern Mali and cattle herders in South Sudan, who have participated in the country's armed conflicts. The researchers sought to understand instances when fighters showed respect for the norms of international humanitarian law, what influenced their behavior and how these influences could be replicated to prevent future violations, including sexual violence.

Their findings were clear: Relying on legal frameworks alone is insufficient. People break the law all the time, of course. But they will be less likely to break the law if they believe that what it says is also the right thing to do, the researchers found. This is why understanding and addressing the underlying beliefs and values that drive behavior in combat is so crucial.

Last year my colleagues in Congo used the results of this study to adapt the way the I.C.R.C. speaks to armed groups and forces about sexual violence. They started by asking armed groups on the ground what they thought about sexual violence. Many of them, both men and women, saw it as a minor transgression.

I experienced this firsthand a decade ago in eastern Congo. In a village school with a sand floor, a dozen men, members of an armed group, sat on low wooden benches during a session on humanitarian law. My colleague explained its principles in Swahili, using flip charts to illustrate his points: A wounded enemy fighter receiving first aid after surrender. A military camp built at a safe distance from civilian houses to spare them from the effects of a potential attack.

Suddenly, the mood shifted. The next image on the flip chart depicted a woman, her face contorted in horror, her body pressed against the ground by a man in military fatigues. Silence punctuated by nervous giggles enveloped the room. The message wasn't getting through.

Over the years, I.C.R.C. staff members working in conflicts around the world have been learning from these experiences to find a down-to-earth and effective way to speak with armed groups and forces about sexual violence. The results of the study helped us deepen this practical knowledge and better understand why some messages weren't landing.

They show that while law is important to set standards, deeper conversations are needed to influence behavior. Why does sexual violence happen? What are the perpetrators thinking?

On the margins of dedicated sessions that my colleague, the I.C.R.C. specialist in Congo, and his team organize, he tries to speak to the participants, who range from high-ranking commanders to soldiers and fighters, individually or in small groups. He might learn that a given commander does not see sexual violence as a problem, and this creates a culture of indifference that must be overcome. "The beliefs that exist in the community can also inform the level of banalization of sexual violence," he told me.

A conversation I had earlier this year made me painfully aware of how toxic and pervasive prejudice about sexual violence can be -- and that I was not immune.

On the outskirts of Goma, in a tiny room inside a metal container serving as a listening house, where trauma survivors receive psychosocial support, a 57-year-old man spoke quietly about the horrific attack by an armed group he suffered while collecting firewood. It was the first time in my many years of Red Cross work that I'd met a male survivor.

"I am not a woman! What are you doing?" he told me he screamed at his attackers. Their response was chilling: "Get on the ground, and you will see what happens."

He paused, crumpling his cap between his hands. "I had never heard about this happening before, men attacking men in this way."

Two weeks later, he was still grappling with the physical and psychological scars of the attack, which had cost a friend his life. I admired his courage. I also kept thinking about my immediate reaction to meeting a male survivor: a mix of surprise and unsettling discomfort.

Horror crept over me as I realized that I too had become so accustomed to sexual violence against women and girls that I was no longer shocked by it. His pleas of desperation -- "I am not a woman!" -- were a troubling sign of how his community, after decades of armed violence, had become numb to the horrible mundanity of sexual attacks against women. And in the 15 years I spent as an aid worker in Congo, the Central African Republic, Colombia, Nigeria and South Sudan, I had internalized the same prejudice.

My I.C.R.C. colleagues who are part of the pilot program target these ingrained prejudices by speaking about the devastating impact sexual violence has on survivors and on entire communities, but also on the perpetrators and their families.

They also speak to the honor, power and responsibility that come with carrying a weapon: You say you are defending the village. What is the village? Cows and trees? No, it is the people. Whether we deal with professional armies or decentralized armed groups living among communities, their image matters to them. And sense of honor remains a powerful argument.

The early results of the pilot program offer hope. Before these sessions, only 41 percent of participants recognized the consequences of sexual violence. Afterward, 77 percent understood its profound impact. The I.C.R.C. has started using this approach in other countries where it works.

"During the discussions, they open up and start coming up with their own arguments, and you feel how the attitudes start to change," my colleague who's leading the program in Congo said, "even if it is not yet the behavior." Shifting behavior takes time, but starting a thought-provoking discussion that may change attitudes is an essential first step.

Confronted with the scale and horror of new reports of sexual violence that continue to emerge from conflicts around the world, it is easy to succumb to cynicism and simply accept it as inevitable. We must continue working to prevent it instead.

Alyona Synenko is a regional spokeswoman for the International Committee of the Red Cross.

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 tips. And here's our email: letters@nytimes.com.

Follow The New York Times Opinion section on Facebook, Instagram, TikTok, WhatsApp, X and Threads.
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The Last Time Alcohol Poisoned a Defense Nomination

 Haiyun Jiang for The New York Times



By Maureen Dowd
Opinion Columnist


Dec 04, 2024 at 06:21 PM

The nominee for defense secretary was in trouble for carousing, transgressing with women and liquor.

President George H.W. Bush was trying to save his choice, so he assigned a top White House official to have a private chat with two New York Times White House reporters.

Gerald Boyd and I went over to the White House one cold day in February 1989 to hear what the official had to say about John Tower, a Texas senator and the chair of the Armed Services Committee, so diminutive that he could barely peek over the top of some lecterns. Could the president justify putting a man in charge of the Pentagon who was prone to drunkenness and chasing secretaries around desks?

What if, the official asked us in a wheedling tone, Tower gave up hard liquor and drank only white wine?

Gerald and I just stared at the official. This guy was going to start bargaining with us over the type of alcohol that Tower could drink?

What if, the official pressed on, Tower had only two glasses of wine a night?

Gerald and I were nonplused to find ourselves the arbiters of louche behavior, pulled into a negotiating session over inebriants. What next? Tower would promise to chase only one secretary a week?

What if, the official said, in a last desperate bid, Tower had only one glass of wine a night?

White House officials kept trying to make a deal. They told Gerald that Tower had told the president and two key senators that he was sticking to two glasses of wine a day on the advice of doctors who had treated him for a malignant polyp in his colon. But doctors interviewed by Gerald said that this sort of advice for that sort of health problem was puzzling. The White House also volunteered that Tower's medical reports showed no evidence of liver damage. What if, Bush officials asked, senators were allowed to choose a physician who would be permitted to interview Tower's physicians?

In the end, the Senate rejected Tower's nomination, the first time since 1959 that the chamber had refused to consent to a president's cabinet nominee. It was shocking, given how clubby the Senate was in those days and how freewheeling many senators were. Some of the senators who went up to vote against Tower had alcohol on their breath.

Bush learned the hard way what Donald Trump will learn with Pete Hegseth: Sometimes you have to cut your losses. As William Gladstone said, the first requisite of a good prime minister is to be a good butcher.
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The Debate Over the Hunter Biden Pardon

Dec 04, 2024 at 05:22 PM


 Haiyun Jiang for The New York Times


To the Editor:

With all the hyperventilating that President Biden lied when he said he wasn't going to pardon his son Hunter, I suspect that Mr. Biden simply changed his mind.

Given the heated rhetoric of Donald Trump and his desire for retribution and revenge, as well as his current cabinet picks, especially for the F.B.I., I think it is no wonder that Mr. Biden would move to protect his son.

I think we can all agree that a parent's primary loyalty is to their children. I doubt any of us would stand by while their child goes to jail on arguably questionable charges.

As for Mr. Biden lying, I find that laughable, considering that Mr. Trump purportedly lied or misled over 30,000 times when he was president. So, let's forgive Joe for being loyal to his son; he has (for a politician at least) been admirable and ethical these past four years.

Cathy Putnam
Littleton, Mass.

To the Editor:

There was never any question about President Biden's love for his family. It was among the many appealing aspects of his persona. He simply could not leave the presidency without doing something about his son's convictions.

But he chose the wrong option. It would have been better to commute Hunter Biden's sentence than to grant a full pardon. The pardon shows utter disregard for the process of law and the judgment of jurors who rendered a verdict.

Was the trial political overreach? Perhaps, but the appearance of excess may always be a challenge when dealing with the family members of high-ranking public officials. Most family members would know that they must play it safer with their lives and business dealings when a parent, spouse or sibling is in the limelight. Hunter played loose with the truth while suffering from a crippling addiction.

Commutation instead of pardon would have enabled the president to thread the needle by expressing compassion and respect for the law.

Steve Taffee
Menlo Park, Calif.

To the Editor:

Whatever one may think of President Biden's pardon of his son, the president should, in his short remaining time in office, use his pardon powers preemptively, for the public good. He could defuse Donald Trump's threat of "retribution" -- that is, criminal prosecution, implemented by his likely attorney general, the Trump loyalist Pam Bondi -- against people who were doing their jobs competently and honorably, but incurred Mr. Trump's displeasure.

Mr. Biden should start with blanket pardons for Anthony Fauci, Jack Smith, Liz Cheney, Kamala Harris, Barack Obama, Hillary Clinton, Adam Schiff, Letitia James, Nancy Pelosi, Mark Milley and himself.

And then Mr. Biden and his staff should comb through the list of everyone else -- and there are many more -- on whom Mr. Trump has also threatened unjustifiable vengeance.

Greg Schwed
New York
The writer is a lawyer.

To the Editor:

Aristotle said that corruption is the use of public power for private ends. Because Joe Biden is a parent as well as a president, the temptation to use the pardon power corruptly was strong. Moreover, his abuse of this power pales beside Donald Trump's when he was president. But the pardon of Hunter Biden in violation of the president's repeated pledge not to do it was still disgraceful.

The multiple tax offenses the younger Biden admitted to were serious. He failed to file several years' returns, failed to pay at least $1.4 million he owed, and falsely claimed as business deductions his daughter's law school tuition, his own payments for luxury personal goods, and payments to a porn site, exotic dancers, escorts and girlfriends.

Hunter did pay up after a friend lent him the money, but the president's claim that others wouldn't have been prosecuted for Hunter's crimes was no more convincing than Mr. Trump's claim that prosecuting him for hiding subpoenaed documents after he left office was "part of the greatest witch hunt of all time."

Clemency would have been less offensive if the president had allowed Hunter's convictions to stand and limited his sentence, or if his record in granting clemency to other applicants weren't so grim.

Albert W. Alschuler
Greenport, N.Y.
The writer is emeritus professor of criminal law and criminology at the University of Chicago Law School.

To the Editor:

Is President Biden open to criticism for pardoning Hunter after saying he would not? Yes. Would Hunter have been prosecuted on these charges were his last name not Biden? No. Does it give fodder to the MAGAnauts to play whataboutism and say Mr. Biden did it so Donald Trump can too? Yes. Was it, on balance, the right thing to do? Yes.

Bob Liff
New York

South Koreans Rise Up

An effort to remove President Yoon Suk Yeol of South Korea reflected fury over his declaration of martial law in response to political gridlock. He lifted the order within hours after it incited protests. Chang W. Lee/The New York Times


To the Editor:

Re "South Koreans Force Pullback of Martial Law" (front page, Dec. 4):

The citizens of South Korea have stood up for their democracy because they know full well what is meant by the imposition of martial law on their nation. Korea suffered through 35 years of colonial rule by Japan, the division of the country by the Soviet Union and the United States, a civil war and years of oppressive rule by a series of dictators.

Democracy is a hard-won victory, and President Yoon Suk Yeol has backed down only because Koreans emphatically said "no" and took to the streets to make that "no" heard loudly and clearly.

Victor Parker
Moraga, Calif.

The Truth About Tariffs

The port at Savannah, Ga. Donald J. Trump has threatened to impose big tariffs on Canada, China and Mexico, the United States' three biggest trading partners. Adam Kuehl for The New York Times


To the Editor:

Re "One Person Trump Needs in His Administration," by Matthew Schmitz (Opinion guest essay, Nov. 22):

Mr. Schmitz's pro-tariff argument is essentially that the voters have spoken on tariffs, so experts should shut up.

In a September poll, a majority of voters did indicate their support for Donald Trump's tariff proposal. But this was in part because Mr. Trump persuaded voters that China, not American consumers, would pay a proposed 60 percent tariff on Chinese imports. That was a lie.

This is one of those instances where the truth cannot be concealed indefinitely, and when reality takes hold, public opinion will shift.

Tariffs are a regressive tax, paid by American importers and then American consumers, not China. Americans will see the price of most of the goods they purchase from Walmart, for example, go up, not down. Tariffs, in conjunction with Mr. Trump's mass deportation plan, are also destined to drive up food prices.

When desperate consumers see from their own experience that Mr. Trump and his enablers got it backward, they may be ready to welcome experts back into the room.

Mitchell Zimmerman
Palo Alto, Calif.

Escape to Crosswords

 Pierre Buttin


To the Editor:

Re "A Nine-Letter Word for Consolation," by Natan Last (Opinion guest essay, Nov. 24):

Mr. Last was right when he noted that crossword puzzles provide an escape from your troubles, at least for the time it takes to complete one.

My wife of 65 years died in September. It has been difficult to stop thinking about our glorious life together. I have been able to escape my profound grief by doing the New York Times crossword puzzles.

Indeed, I remember my wife remarking that the only time I was completely silent during our lifetimes (except for the mild curse under my breath) was when I was doing the morning puzzles.

Mel Small
Royal Oak, Mich.
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Stalin Silenced These Ukrainian Writers. The War Made Them Famous Again.

The Soviet regime killed a generation of literary artists in the 1930s. Their legacy is being reclaimed as Ukraine fights to preserve its cultural heritage.

A performance of "You [Romance]," a play chronicling the lives of the "Executed Renaissance" directed by Oleksandr Khomenko, in Kyiv, Ukraine, in October. Brendan Hoffman for The New York Times



By Constant Meheut
Reporting from Kyiv and Kharkiv, Ukraine


Dec 04, 2024 at 10:00 AM

In Ukraine, they are known as the "Executed Renaissance," pioneering literary artists whose lives were snuffed out by Stalin's brutal purges in the 1930s.

Living together in an apartment building and embracing experimental art forms, these writers, poets and directors spearheaded a flourishing of Ukrainian culture and identity about a century ago.

But that golden age was short-lived. The Soviet regime soon began to surveil, arrest and ultimately execute about half of the writers in an effort to stifle Ukrainian culture. For decades, their works were banned and their legacy nearly erased.

Until now.

In the face of Russia's invasion, the story of the Executed Renaissance has been given new resonance as many Ukrainians seek to reclaim their cultural heritage. The lives of the writers are being told in a musical, a feature movie and a memoir. There is even a fashion line themed around them, with sweatshirts riddled with bullet holes to symbolize their killings.

"It's a big trend," said Yaryna Tsymbal, the author of "Our Twenties," an anthology of Ukrainian literature from the 1920s. She said the demand for projects about the artists came "from everywhere: publishing houses, magazines, theaters."

Mykhail Semenko, left, with his wife and children. Mr. Semenko was a poet and resident of Slovo House. via Kharkiv Literature Museum


The sudden interest after a century of silence reflects a broader phenomenon in wartime Ukraine. Many people have embraced Ukrainian culture -- like folk songs, poetry and overlooked painters -- to affirm their identity and counter Moscow's attempts to erase their country's cultural heritage.

But the story of the artists has particularly struck a chord with Ukrainians, because they have viewed it as a warning of what could happen if Ukraine loses the war: the silencing of their culture, once again.

"What they seek in this story of the Executed Renaissance is the inspiration to keep fighting," said Oleksandr Khomenko, the director of the musical. "They don't want history to repeat itself."

At the center of this story is Slovo House, a writers' residence named after the Ukrainian for "word." Completed in 1929 in the northeastern city of Kharkiv, then the capital of Soviet Ukraine, it was a modern building in which each apartment had its own bathroom and telephone, a luxury at the time, said Tetiana Pylypchuk, the head of the Kharkiv Literature Museum.

The 60 or so writers who lived there with their families partly financed the project, but its completion relied on Soviet approval and funding, scholars say. At the time, the Communist leadership in Moscow sought to build loyalty across the Soviet Union by promoting national cultures, in a reversal of czarist-era Russification policies.

Ukrainian culture thrived as a result, and Slovo House, with its vibrant community of writers and playwrights living under one roof, symbolized this renaissance. There was Mykola Khvyliovyi, a charismatic novelist who wrote of breaking free from Moscow's yoke, and Mykhail Semenko, a poet whose futurist verses revitalized Ukrainian literature.

Oleksandr Khomenko as Mr. Khvyliovyi in "You [Romance]." Brendan Hoffman for The New York Times


Another resident, the avant-garde director Les Kurbas, drew admirers from across the Soviet Union with theater productions blending live performances with film projections.

"These were truly gifted artists," Ms. Pylypchuk said. "It was a pivotal period for Ukrainian culture."

But that all did not last.

The Kremlin realized that promoting Ukrainian culture was driving Ukrainians away from the Soviet project rather than creating the kind of loyalty it had originally hoped for. Stalin complained about Mr. Khvyliovyi, who expressed his yearning for independence with a slogan that later became famous: "Away from Moscow!"

In 1933, around the same time Moscow imposed a human-made famine on Ukraine known as the Holodomor, Stalin began a crackdown on Ukrainian culture.

Slovo House, once a vibrant creative hub, became a deathtrap.

The Soviet secret police began arresting the residents of Slovo House one by one. On May 13, 1933, Mr. Khvyliovyi gathered fellow writers in his apartment to discuss the situation. During the meeting, he went into his room and shot himself in the head.

"Khvyliovyi did that to send a warning, to show what was coming," said Taras Tomenko, the director of "Slovo House: Unfinished Novel," a feature film about the artists' residency that was one of the most-watched Ukrainian movies this year.

Some 30 Slovo House writers were executed, and a few others sent to penal colonies, Ms. Tsymbal said. Their work was banned and disappeared from public view, replaced by Kremlin-approved Russian-language books and plays.

Mykola Khvyliovyi, center, a writer who lived at Slovo House, with his daughter and wife. via Kharkiv Literature Museum


Ms. Tsymbal recalled how, while studying at Harvard in 1998, she discovered the existence of a novel by Mike Johansen, one of the killed Slovo House writers. The university had kept in its archives a 1930 copy of the book, which had never been reprinted in Ukraine, she said. It has since been published again in Ukraine.

Even after Ukraine's independence, Russian literature, songs and movies continued to dominate. Interest in Slovo House was so low that when Mr. Tomenko first pitched his idea for his film in 2012, "nobody cared," he said.

"At that time, Ukrainian culture wasn't even on the radar," he added.

Russia's cultural dominance was such that Mr. Khomenko, the musical's director, long thought that Ukrainian writers were "boring," he acknowledged. He said he "grew up loving Russian literature," staging plays in Kyiv, the capital, about Russian writers.

Then came Russia's full-scale invasion of Ukraine in February 2022.

Trapped in Russian-occupied territory for the first month of the invasion, with no cellphone network in the countryside house where he had taken refuge, Mr. Khomenko said, he "had a lot of time to reconsider his past choices," realizing that he had spent years promoting the culture of a country that was now erasing his own.

Back in Kyiv in April 2022, he made a decision to focus on the Ukrainian artists he had long overlooked. He set his sights on the Slovo House residents, recognizing in them a compelling, untold story. Along with friends, he recorded an album inspired by their tragic lives, called "You [Romance]," before turning it into a musical.

On a recent evening in Kyiv, a packed theater resonated with the cheers of spectators who had flocked to watch the musical, which mixes rock, pop and rap music. The musical has attracted more than 85,000 people since April, organizers said.

"I didn't know the story of the Slovo House before this performance," said Anastasiia Lisohub, 26, her eyes swollen from the tears she shed during the scenes depicting the artists' executions. "These writers were incredibly modern."

"You [Romance]" is part of a new trend of projects highlighting the story of the "Executed Renaissance." Brendan Hoffman for The New York Times


But pride in the writers has also come with a painful realization of all that was lost. Many Ukrainians say that if this generation of writers had not been killed, the country's trajectory, especially its long subjugation to Moscow, might have been different.

"Ukraine would have flourished," said Nataliia Kovalchuk, 40, as she left a screening of the movie about Slovo House. "If they were alive today, what kind of culture would we have? How different we would be? It chills me to the bone."

Like many in Ukraine, Ms. Kovalchuk now fears that history is repeating itself.

Dozens of Ukrainian cultural figures have been killed in today's war, stifling the country's cultural potential. They have been called the "New Executed Renaissance." At the end of the Slovo House musical in Kyiv, actors wore black T-shirts emblazoned with the names of recently killed artists, drawing a direct link between the two artistic generations.

Slovo House itself is also helping build a bridge between the two periods.

The building itself still stands, though it has long ceased being a writers' residency and is now made up of ordinary apartments. In 2020, the Kharkiv Literature Museum purchased one, offering temporary stays to artists and cultural researchers. Despite near-daily Russian bombings on Kharkiv, which have damaged the building, the program continues.

In August, Khrystyna Semeryn, a Ukrainian researcher, joined the program to work on a series of articles on topics including Ukrainian scientists killed during the war, Jewish heritage in Ukraine and the history of German settlers in the country.

"I'm very inspired here," she said with a smile. "This legacy of the 1920s, it reverberates through you."

Oleksandra Mykolyshyn and Daria Mitiuk contributed reporting.
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Handing Out Grants, Zelensky Tries to Win Over War-Weary Ukrainians

Citizens will be entitled to a $24 one-off payment this winter, President Volodymyr Zelensky announced, in a move apparently intended to soften the blow of a tax rise to help fund the war effort.

A butcher in Myrnohrad, Ukraine, in November. The grant is a modest sum compared to the average monthly salary in Ukraine of roughly $500. Tyler Hicks/The New York Times



By Constant Meheut
Reporting from Kyiv, Ukraine


Dec 04, 2024 at 01:32 PM

After nearly three years of a grueling war with Russia, President Volodymyr Zelensky of Ukraine faces a difficult balancing act: extracting more financial resources to sustain the fight without overwhelming a population already straining under the conflict's economic toll.

That tension was on full display in recent days as Mr. Zelensky signed into law the largest tax increase of the war while simultaneously introducing a state-sponsored program providing financial aid to Ukrainians during the winter.

The government said that every Ukrainian would be eligible to receive a one-off payment of 1,000 Ukrainian hryvnias, about $24 -- a modest sum compared to the average monthly salary in Ukraine of roughly $500. But the government has touted the move as a way of demonstrating support for its citizens.

"For many families and at the level of the whole country, this is tangible," Mr. Zelensky said in his nightly address on Monday, saying that more than 3.2 million Ukrainians had already applied to receive the grant.

Analysts say the program is a calculated effort by Mr. Zelensky to shore up his popularity among a population that is growing tired of the war. That fatigue has been exacerbated by a mobilization drive this year that exposed divides in society and corruption scandals that tarnished the government's image.

A recent poll by the Kyiv International Institute of Sociology, a private think tank, found that while trust in Mr. Zelensky remained relatively strong at 59 percent, it had nonetheless fallen from 77 percent a year ago.

"It's a populist move," Anatoliy Oktysiuk, a political expert at another Ukrainian think tank, Democracy House, said of the grants. He noted that Mr. Zelensky was aiming to appeal particularly to pensioners, a 10-million-strong electorate in Ukraine that often struggles to make ends meet.

To address the country's postwar future, Mr. Zelensky also established a Ministry of National Unity on Tuesday. One of its main tasks will be to encourage the return of millions of Ukrainians who fled abroad during the fighting, a significant loss for the country's economy. But whether the ministry will get substantial funding remains unclear, and the government has offered little details of how it would operate.

Allocating payments of 1,000 hryvnias during economic hardships has been something of a tradition in Ukraine, with successive governments employing the measure over the past two decades. Mr. Zelensky himself introduced a similar program in 2021 during the coronavirus pandemic, offering the sum to every citizen who got vaccinated.

Outside a pharmacy in Pokrovsk, in the Donetsk region of eastern Ukraine, in November. Allocating payments of 1,000 hryvnias during economic hardships has been something of a tradition in the country. Florent Vergnes/Agence France-Presse -- Getty Images


The Ukrainian authorities said recipients could use the grant for a range of expenses, including paying utility bills or purchasing food and medicine. They can also donate the money to the Ukrainian Army. Yaroslav Zhelezniak, deputy chairman of the parliamentary committee on finance, tax and customs policy, said that the program would cost 15 billion hryvnias, about $350 million, and would be funded by reallocating money originally earmarked for unemployment and demining programs.

The decision to hand out grants appears, at least in part, intended to soften the blow of the tax rise. That increase, which came into effect on Sunday -- the same day the state support program was started -- includes raising an income tax dedicated to military expenditures from 1.5 percent to 5 percent.

The government said the tax increase would raise an additional $3.5 billion this year and next year, and that the money would primarily be used to pay the salaries of Ukrainian service members.

But the simultaneous tax increase and grants have sent a contradictory message, critics say. "With one hand they're taking the money, and with the other they're giving it back," Mr. Zhelezniak, a member of the opposition Holos party, said in a phone interview. "It makes no sense."

Economists have criticized the grant program as an inefficient economic tool, arguing that the small individual payments would have little impact on stimulating the economy and that the total sum would be better allocated to the army.

Yuriy Gaidai, a senior economist at the Center for Economic Strategy, a Kyiv-based research group, said that for the program to have a meaningful social impact, it should have targeted Ukrainians who are struggling financially, such as war-displaced people, pensioners and veterans. A petition echoing similar grievances has garnered over 25,000 signatures, passing the legal threshold that requires a response from the Ukrainian president.

Mr. Oktysiuk, the analyst, said that Mr. Zelensky must already be thinking of his fate in postwar elections and might be concerned that he could lose because "people want fresh faces." Mr. Oktysiuk and other political commentators have pointed to Gen. Valeriy Zaluzhny, former top commander of the Ukrainian Army whom Mr. Zelensky dismissed in February, as a strong potential challenger.

Daria Mitiuk contributed reporting.
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Russian General Calls U.S. Chairman of Joint Chiefs

In a highly unusual call, the two men "discussed a number of global and regional security issues, to include the ongoing conflict in Ukraine," a spokesman said.

Gen. Valery V. Gerasimov last spoke with his American counterpart in 2022, when he and Gen. Mark A. Milley had a phone call. Alexander Zemlianichenko/Associated Press



By Helene Cooper and Eric Schmitt
Reporting from Washington


Dec 04, 2024 at 08:23 PM

Gen. Valery V. Gerasimov, the architect of President Vladimir V. Putin's invasion of Ukraine, called President Biden's top military adviser last week and talked about how to manage escalation concerns between the two countries, according to defense and military officials.

The rare phone call took place last Wednesday, the day before Thanksgiving and just six days after Russia launched a new, nuclear-capable, intermediate-range ballistic missile at Ukraine that Mr. Putin said was in response to Ukraine's use of American and British weapons to strike deeper into Russia.

During the call, General Gerasimov told Gen. Charles Q. Brown Jr., the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, that the Oreshnik ballistic missile launch had been planned long before the Biden administration agreed to allow Ukraine to use American ATACMS to strike deeper into Russia, officials said.

Though the Oreshnik missile carried only conventional warheads, using it signaled that Russia could strike with nuclear weapons if it chose. The missile struck a Ukraine weapons facility in Dnipro.

Capt. Jereal Dorsey, a spokesman for General Brown, said in a statement after he was approached by a reporter about the call that "at the request of General Gerasimov, General Brown agreed to not proactively announce the call."

The two men "discussed a number of global and regional security issues, to include the ongoing conflict in Ukraine," Captain Dorsey said.

The call came at a tense time. Mr. Putin had escalated an already tense showdown with the West, asserting that Russia had the right to strike the military facilities of countries "that allow their weapons to be used against our facilities."

"The regional conflict in Ukraine, previously provoked by the West, has acquired elements of a global character," Mr. Putin said in a rare address to the nation at the time. "We are developing intermediate- and shorter-range missiles as a response to U.S. plans to produce and deploy intermediate- and shorter-range missiles in Europe and the Asia-Pacific region."

Mr. Putin's comments came as Mr. Biden loosened restrictions that he had kept in place for much of the war. He authorized the use of those missiles, known as ATACMS, for Army Tactical Missile Systems, deeper into Russia, and Ukraine has used them, including in a strike last month on an ammunition depot in southwestern Russia, according to Ukrainian officials.

The Biden administration also last month approved supplying Ukraine with American anti-personnel mines to bolster defenses against Russian attacks as front lines in Ukraine's east buckled.

It was unclear why General Gerasimov wanted the phone call with General Brown kept quiet. General Gerasimov last spoke with his American counterpart in October 2022, when he and Gen. Mark A. Milley, General Brown's predecessor as chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, spoke on the phone. That call also came amid fears that Moscow was looking to escalate its war in Ukraine.
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Italian Man Given Life Sentence for Brutal Murder of Ex-Girlfriend

The killing ignited national outrage and provoked calls for stronger measures to protect women.

A demonstrator holding a photo of Giulia Cecchettin at a march in Milan last year. Luca Bruno/Associated Press



By Elisabetta Povoledo
Reporting from Rome


Dec 03, 2024 at 08:44 PM

Giulia Cecchettin was just days away from graduating with a degree in biomedical engineering at the University of Padua, in Italy, when her disgruntled ex-boyfriend confronted her, demanding that she take him back. Her body was found a week later, wrapped in plastic bags and thrown in a ditch. She had been stabbed more than 70 times.

On Tuesday, more than a year after Ms. Cecchettin's killing, her former boyfriend, Filippo Turetta, was convicted of murder and sentenced to life in prison, concluding a case that has outraged people across Italy, where chauvinistic attitudes remain deeply rooted at all levels of society.

In the first 11 months of this year, 101 women were killed in Italy, more than half by their current or former partners, according to Italy's Interior Ministry. But Ms. Cecchettin's story has stood out, striking a particularly deep chord across the country.

She was just 22 years old. Her life was about to take off. That it was cut short so brutally highlighted for many people the country's failures to address the root problems of the pervasive violence.

A video still of Filippo Turetta in court in Venice on Tuesday. Pool photo by RAI/LaPresse


Mr. Turetta, 22, confessed to the killing soon after he was arrested a year ago. When he took the stand in a court in Venice last October, he said he had been "upset" because Ms. Cecchettin broke up with him and refused to take him back.

"I was suffering a lot and I resented her," he said. "I was angry because this made me suffer, and it upset me."

Some three weeks after Ms. Cecchettin's body was found, thousands congregated for her funeral. When the coffin was borne out of the church, the mourners jingled their keys, heeding the call of her older sister, Elena Cecchettin, who had called on Italians to protest violence against women and "make noise" rather than hold a minute of silence to commemorate Giulia's death.

Since Ms. Cecchettin's death, her father, Gino Cecchettin, and Elena Cecchettin have campaigned ceaselessly against gender violence.

In order to help promote "a radical change" in the mind-set of Italians, the family set up a foundation last month in Ms. Cecchettin's name. Its goal is to promote better education in schools about domestic violence and to help women who have been victims of violence.

Giulia Cecchettin's sister, Elena, brother, Davide, and father, Gino Cecchettin, at her funeral last year. Lucrezia Granzetti/LaPresse, via Associated Press


But the inauguration of the foundation was marked by controversy after Italy's education minister, Giuseppe Valditara, sent a video in which he said that patriarchy no longer existed in Italy. He also blamed illegal immigration for violence against women. The video was met with nationwide backlash.

A few days later, Prime Minister Giorgia Meloni dug in her heels and defended Mr. Valditara.

"There is certainly data that also speaks of a significant incidence of mass illegal immigration on this issue," she said, and this "is one of the reasons Italy is working to stop mass illegal immigration." She said that cultural reasons were also at play and that the government was committed to combating "a scourge."

Elena Cecchettin responded on social media, saying that instead of spreading propaganda "at the presentation of the foundation named after a girl killed by a white, Italian, 'decent boy,'" the authorities should instead listen to the Italian people. That way, "hundreds of women in our country would not continue to die every year," she said.

After Tuesday's ruling, Mr. Cecchettin told reporters, "I think you don't fight against gender violence with jail sentences, but with prevention."

"My feeling is that we have lost, all of us, as a society," he said, the news agency ANSA reported. Justice has been done, and should be respected, he said, but "as a human being I feel defeated."
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Namibia Elects First Woman as President as Ruling Party Keeps Power

Across southern Africa, political parties that have led their countries since the end of colonialism have ceded power to the opposition in recent months. Namibia bucked the trend.

Supporters of Netumbo Nandi-Ndaitwah during a campaign rally in Windhoek, Namibia, last month. Simon Maina/Agence France-Presse -- Getty Images



By Lynsey Chutel and Timo Shihepo



Dec 03, 2024 at 09:40 PM

In a year when election upsets have changed southern Africa's political landscape, Namibia's governing party has bucked the trend, winning the mineral-rich country's general election, the electoral commission there said on Tuesday.

For the first time in its history, Namibia has also elected a female president. The winner, Netumbo Nandi-Ndaitwah, joins the small number of women who have led countries in Africa.

Ms. Nandi-Ndaitwah, 72, served as the country's deputy prime minister and minister of international relations and cooperation under President Hage G. Geingob, who died in February. An interim president was put in charge but did not run in the election.

Ms. Nandi-Ndaitwah, who won 57.31 percent of the presidential vote, led the South West Africa People's Organization, or SWAPO, which has governed Namibia for more than three decades, since independence. SWAPO won 51 out of 96 seats in Parliament, a decrease from the 63 seats it won in the 2019 election. The lost seats were most likely a reflection of widespread frustration with the country's stagnant economy.

Panduleni Itula and his Independent Patriots for Change, which was founded in 2020 by a group of politicians who broke away from SWAPO, won second place, with 20 seats. Thirteen other opposition parties shared the rest.

"We have made commitments and I am saying to you we are going to do what we have told you," Ms. Nandi-Ndaitwah said on Tuesday in Windhoek, the capital. Mr. Itula and other opposition leaders boycotted the election commission's announcement in protest of the results and the commission's handling of the vote.

Panduleni Itula, presidential candidate of the Independent Patriots for Change. Simon Maina/Agence France-Presse -- Getty Images


This election was expected to be the toughest yet for SWAPO. The party evolved from an underground liberation movement that fought for independence from South Africa to a political party struggling to respond to the frustrations of a new generation of voters.

In the last presidential election, Mr. Geingob, won 56 percent of the vote, a drop from the 87 percent he garnered when he ran for president in 2014.

The election, which took place on Nov. 27, has been marred by technical glitches resulting in long lines that forced some polling stations to remain open long after polls closed. Some opposition parties tried to stop the count as voting continued, and criticized the election commission's late-night directive.

The election irregularities were extraordinary in Namibia, which introduced what was considered to be the continent's first electronic voting a decade ago.

Across southern Africa, political parties that began as liberation movements have suffered electoral losses in recent months as a generation with no direct memory of colonialism or apartheid went to the polls. This is a generation most concerned about joblessness and uneven access to education, analysts said.

In Namibia, more than 40 percent of the 1.4 million registered voters are 35 or younger, and unemployment is high. The country also has a severe housing shortage, and many are dismayed over what they feel is the government's failure to make land ownership affordable. Most land is in the hands of wealthy and politically connected elites. Despite being classified as an upper-middle-income country by the World Bank, Namibia also has among the most unequal economies in the world.

Counting ballots at a polling station in Windhoek last month. Simon Maina/Agence France-Presse -- Getty Images


The Independent Patriots for Change party promised to overhaul the country's business sector and invest in infrastructure to stimulate job creation. SWAPO, already in power, promised to set aside a portion of the budget to create projects that would lead to job creation for young people, while also developing mining, tourism and agricultural sectors to create jobs.

In neighboring countries, voters delivered rebukes to parties that they felt had failed to create sufficient jobs and develop their economies. In South Africa, the African National Congress lost its absolute majority this year for the first time since the end of apartheid. A few months later, in neighboring Botswana, the Botswana Democratic Party suffered its first electoral defeat since it came to power nearly six decades ago.

And while Frelimo, the party that has governed Mozambique since its independence in 1975, was declared the winner of the October election, widespread protests have erupted over accusations that the governing party manipulated the result.

Namibia's governing party also benefited from a fractured opposition. With 14 opposition candidates on the ballot, the opposition vote was splintered in favor of the incumbent party.

Ms. Nandi-Ndaitwah joined SWAPO when Namibia was governed by South Africa's apartheid regime, according to her official biography. She was detained after participating in student protests and later fled into exile, working for the party in Zambia and Tanzania.

Like many African political activists, she was educated in the former Soviet Union, and later earned a postgraduate degree in Britain. She has served in every National Assembly since Namibia gained independence, and held posts in the ministries of women and child welfare, environment and tourism, and the Foreign Ministry.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/12/03/world/africa/namibia-election-results.html



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




In Global Finale, Biden Hopes Rail Project Defines Africa Legacy

In his last announced trip abroad as president, Mr. Biden relished touring a U.S.-financed train line in Angola intended to transport goods and critical minerals to port.

President Biden during a visit to the Lobito Port Terminal in Angola, on Wednesday. Eric Lee/The New York Times



By Peter Baker and Zolan Kanno-Youngs
Peter Baker reported from Lobito, Angola and Zolan Kanno-Youngs from Luanda, Angola. The reporters cover the White House.


Dec 04, 2024 at 06:54 PM

On the final day of perhaps his final trip overseas as commander in chief, President Biden celebrated his foreign policy agenda by turning to a piece of infrastructure at the heart of his identity: a train.

It was not the Amtrak train Mr. Biden rode frequently as a senator or chose as the setting for the kickoff of his first presidential campaign nearly four decades ago. Mr. Biden instead toured a section of an 800-mile railway project in Angola that his administration hopes will be the key to expanding U.S. economic influence in Africa, a continent rich with critical minerals.

"I'm coming back to ride on the train from end to end," Mr. Biden told President Joao Lourenco of Angola during a round table with African leaders in the port city of Lobito. "We're not just laying tracks. We're laying the groundwork for a better future for our people."

Mr. Biden was spotlighting what is known as the Lobito Corridor, a railway project that his aides say is the proof behind the president's commitment to be "all in on Africa's future," amid growing concern the United States has neglected the continent over the years and allowed China to gain economic dominance in the region.

The project, funded in part by the United States, runs from Angola's border with the Democratic Republic of Congo to Lobito, which sits on the Atlantic Ocean. Mr. Biden has said it will help connect Angola's economy to nearby markets, including in Zambia. But it is also a means to expand U.S. access to a region rich with critical minerals, like copper and cobalt, used to make batteries for various products, including cellphones and electric vehicles.

Once the railway is complete, it would mean minerals could be more easily shipped to the United States, allowing the country to make progress on its goal of diversifying its supply chains.

But despite Mr. Biden's victory lap on Wednesday, the United States is still facing an uphill climb when it comes to competing with China for access to critical minerals in the continent, according to foreign policy analysts.

Mr. Biden during a round table with African leaders in the port city of Lobito. Eric Lee/The New York Times


Beijing helped Angola rebuild after a devastating civil war that ended in 2002, and since then, Angola has accumulated more than $42 billion in Chinese debt, more than any other African nation. And while Mr. Biden hopes the new rail line expands access to critical minerals, China currently has firm control over critical minerals in Congo.

Chinese-based mining companies own or have a major stake in most cobalt-producing sites in Congo, which produced 76 percent of the world's supply of the metal last year. The last large American-owned mining company pulled out of Congo in 2020, just as the electric vehicle revolution was taking off.

"We have never leveraged our economic commercial power the way other nations have," said Tibor P. Nagy Jr., who was appointed by President Bill Clinton twice to serve as an ambassador in Africa and then by the Trump administration to serve as assistant secretary of state for African affairs. He said "the Biden administration talked a really good game," but "they have not delivered."

Mr. Biden has said the railway project would not only diversify the economies of African nations, but also entice manufacturers to build factories along the railway because they can use it to transport goods. As the president traveled to Lobito on Wednesday, his administration announced $560 million in new funding for infrastructure projects along the railway, bringing total U.S. investments by the administration for the project to $4 billion.

The project will also encourage more investment into the region from the private sector, according to the White House. Mr. Biden's administration is helping to fund the project with federal grants and direct loans that his aides say do not have the kind of high interest rates offered by their Chinese counterparts, which have left African nations crippled with debt, according to the White House.

Mr. Biden being greeted by local dancers at Aeroporto Internacional da Catumbela near Catumbela, Angola, on Thursday. Eric Lee/The New York Times


Edu Xiong, the spokesman for the Chinese Embassy in Luanda, the capital of Angola, has countered that few on the ground in Angola have yet to actually feel the economic benefits of the Lobito Corridor.

It is unclear when African nations will be able to reap the full benefits of the project. A senior U.S. official, speaking on the condition of anonymity to discuss specific details of the Lobito Corridor, said the rail line in Angola would not be complete until "next year-ish." Construction of the rail line in Zambia will then begin.

Still, African leaders meeting with Mr. Biden on Wednesday praised the project as a means for benefiting their local economies.

"The political commitment of all engaged people in the materialization of this project is a milestone," Mr. Lourenco said at the round table inside a food processing factory after Mr. Biden finished touring the yellow shipping containers, giant cranes and railway cars at the Lobito Port Terminal.

Speaking to the leaders at the round table, President Hakainde Hichilema of Zambia said the project would help more than the countries along the route of the railway.

"Not just us -- it's good for Africa," he said. "I must say, this project is a huge opportunity."

But some Angolan officials were concerned that the investment into the railway would be siphoned off by corruption, and not make its way to the working class.

"Lobito Corridor is a very big project. It's important. But we want transparency, accountability," said Olivio Nkilumbo, a parliamentarian with the opposition UNITA party in Angola. "Where is the transparency and accountability? It's a big problem."

Despite Mr. Biden's commitments, some foreign policy experts still questioned how enduring the White House's focus on Africa would be. Mr. Biden's trip to the continent, his last announced trip overseas, came with just weeks left in his presidency after multiple delays. The trip was also overshadowed by his decision to pardon his son, Hunter Biden, of tax and gun convictions.

The Trump campaign did not answer questions about what strategy President-elect Donald J. Trump would pursue on the continent. But J. Peter Pham, an Africa policy expert who worked in the first Trump administration, has said the Lobito project was likely to appeal to Mr. Trump.

In the final moments of perhaps his final round table with foreign leaders overseas, Mr. Biden appeared tired at times.

While some of the African leaders spoke in the hot room, the 82-year-old occasionally put his head down in his hand and closed his eyes before popping up to turn to his peers.

But he said his love for trains would bring him back to the continent in the future, even though he will no longer be president.

Mr. Biden recalled that when President Abraham Lincoln retired, he said he wanted to take a ride on the transcontinental railroad.

"I want to take a trip on this rail line, if I can," Mr. Biden said.

Mr. Biden during the round table on Wednesday. Eric Lee/The New York Times


Eric Lipton contributed reporting from Washington.
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Georgia Tumbles Deeper Into Crisis as Government Detains Opposition Figures

In a sign of a widening crackdown, security agents have searched the offices and homes of prominent activists and opposition leaders who are furious about the government's position on Europe.

A still image taken from a video shows Nika Gvaramia, an opposition leader, surrounded by police officers before being detained in Tbilisi, Georgia, on Wednesday. Formula TV, via Reuters



By Jeffrey Gettleman
Reporting from Tbilisi, Georgia


Dec 04, 2024 at 04:42 PM

Security agents arrested and roughly dragged away a leading member of Georgia's political opposition in front of a scrum of journalists on Wednesday as the country plunged deeper into political crisis.

For the past week, thousands of protesters have rallied in front of Georgia's Parliament building to vent their anger at the government's decision to suspend the process of joining the European Union.

On Wednesday afternoon, security agents wearing balaclavas arrived at the office of one of the opposition parties in Tbilisi, the capital. The agents said they were conducting "investigative actions," according to widely broadcast footage of the raid.

When Nika Gvaramia, an opposition leader, asked to be let into the office to observe what was going on, the agents refused. After Mr. Gvaramia yelled at the security agents and insisted he had a right to be inside, they grabbed him and dragged him away, the footage showed.

The officers carried Mr. Gvaramia by the arms and legs through a crowd of stunned supporters and then stuffed him into a waiting car.

"Take your masks off so we can see who you are!" one woman yelled as Mr. Gvaramia was hauled away.

Later, a television station allied with the opposition said that Mr. Gvaramia had not been seriously hurt and would probably be fined for obstructing security agents. By late Wednesday night, he remained in custody.

His arrest and that of others fueled the fury already coursing through Tbilisi's streets. Since the ruling party announced last week that it was delaying the process to join the European Union by several years, protests have erupted across the country, especially in the capital.

Protesters in front of the Parliament building in Tbilisi on Wednesday night. Pavel Bednyakov/Associated Press


Every night, thousands of people flood into Tbilisi's main boulevard and stream toward the Parliament building. Many are in their 20s and 30s. Some are draped in the red and white Georgian flag, others in the European Union's blue and yellow star banner. They wear winter coats, earmuffs, wool gloves, scarves and gas masks and even swimming goggles to protect themselves from the police's tear gas.

The protesters blow long plastic horns and high-pitched whistles. They light bonfires in the middle of the road and pass out cookies. Some of the rowdier ones shoot fireworks and shine lasers into the eyes of security agents who are lined up in long walls of men dressed in black helmets, black masks, black uniforms and glistening black boots.

Confrontations break out every night. Security forces have beaten dozens of protesters and detained hundreds, according to local media reports that are supported by extensive video footage.

In a sign of a widening crackdown, security agents on Wednesday began to go after political leaders, searching the offices and the homes of prominent politicians and activists and arresting at least nine.

Georgia's prime minister, Irakli Kobakhidze, said at a news conference on Wednesday that the government needed to take action because it had gathered information that "systematic violence" was being planned.

Mr. Kobakhidze said the security forces' behavior was "more prevention rather than repression."

Many Georgians fear their government is turning away from Europe and closer to Russia, which it borders. Surveys have shown that the vast majority of Georgians want to join the European Union.

While the ruling party, Georgian Dream, continues to insist that its future lies with Europe, the party is led by the billionaire Bidzina Ivanishvili, who has close ties to Russia, a country that many Georgians detest.

In 2008, Russian and Georgian troops engaged in a short war and Russian forces now occupy two areas of Georgia.

Protesters launching fireworks toward the police in Tbilisi, on Tuesday. Giorgi Arjevanidze/Agence France-Presse -- Getty Images


Many protesters on Wednesday said they feared that their government was going to bow down to Russia and they were incensed that security agents were plucking opposition figures off the streets.

"It's unacceptable," said Ioseb Khutsishvili, a courier in Tbilisi who had knotted a Georgian flag around his neck. "Everyone has different views and that's not a reason to arrest them."

When asked if he believed what the prime minister claimed -- that opposition leaders had been plotting violence -- he said no.

"But even if it were true, there is no other way," he went on.

"We can collect here for a year, but nothing ever changes," he said, gazing out at the growing crowd. "There comes a time when we need to act. We need to do anything. We need friends, to fight against the Russians."

Mariam Kiasashvili contributed reporting.
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Why South Korea's Leader, Desperate and Frustrated, Made a Fateful Decision

 A day after he declared -- and then withdrew -- martial law, President Yoon Suk Yeol was politically isolated as observers pondered his future in leadership.

Protesters blocking a military vehicle outside the National Assembly in Seoul on Wednesday, after President Yoon Suk Yeol declared emergency martial law. Chang W. Lee/The New York Times



By Choe Sang-Hun



Dec 04, 2024 at 12:02 PM

For Yoon Suk Yeol, the unpopular president of South Korea, things appeared to worsen with each passing day. Thousands of doctors had been on strike for almost a year to resist his health care reforms. The opposition in Parliament repeatedly pushed for investigations into his wife, as well as the impeachment of his cabinet members, accusing them of corruption and abuse of power. And the lawmakers blocked many of Mr. Yoon's bills and political appointments.

On Tuesday night, Mr. Yoon took a desperate measure, his boldest political gamble, which he said was driven by frustration and crisis. In a surprise, nationally televised address, he declared martial law, the first such decree in the country in decades. The move banned all political activities, civil gatherings and "fake news" in what he called an attempt to save his country from "pro-North Korean" and "anti-state forces."

But it ended almost as abruptly as it had started.

Thousands of citizens took to the streets, chanting "Impeach Yoon Suk Yeol!" Opposition lawmakers climbed the walls into the National Assembly as citizens pushed  back police. Parliamentary aides used furniture and fire extinguishers to prevent armed paratroopers from entering the Assembly's main hall. Inside, lawmakers who included members of Mr. Yoon's own People Power Party voted unanimously to strike down his martial law. Six hours after declaring it, Mr. Yoon appeared on television again, this time to retract his decision.

Soldiers trying to enter the main hall of the National Assembly on Tuesday after the declaration of martial law. Yonhap, via Agence France-Presse -- Getty Images


It was the shortest-lived and most bizarre martial law in  the history of South Korea, which had had its share of military coups and periods of martial law before it became a vibrant democracy after the military dictatorship that ended in the late 1980s.

In the end, driven by his own impulsiveness and surrounded by a small group of insiders, who seldom said no to a leader known for angry outbursts, Mr. Yoon shot his own foot,  according to a former aide and political analysts.  Now his political future  is on the chopping block , thrusting one of the United States' most important allies in Asia into political upheaval and leaving many South Koreans in a state of shock.

On Wednesday, the opposition parties, which control the legislature, submitted an impeachment bill after Mr. Yoon did not respond to their demand that he resign because his martial law declaration had been unconstitutional. An editorial in the leading conservative daily Chosun Ilbo, which has often been friendly toward Mr. Yoon, now accused him of "insulting" South Korean democracy. South Koreans have not seen their leader declare martial law since the military dictator Chun Doo-hwan used it to seize power in 1979  and later massacre pro-democracy students.

Protesters shouting for the withdrawal of martial law near the National Assembly in Seoul on Wednesday. Chang W. Lee/The New York Times


"The best option Yoon has now is to resign," said Sung Deuk Hahm, a professor of political science at Kyonggi University, west of Seoul. "As tragic as it may seem, what happened overnight showed the resilience and durability of South Korean democracy."

Mr. Yoon did not immediately respond to the opposition's demand. On Wednesday, all senior aides to Mr. Yoon tendered their resignations to Mr. Yoon, leaving him more isolated than ever. Analysts were skeptical about  Mr. Yoon's political future.

"I don't think he can finish his five-year term," said Kang Won-taek, a political scientist at Seoul National University.

On Wednesday, Mr. Yoon's office said the president's decision to declare martial law was an inevitable measure in accordance with the Constitution to "restore and normalize the state of affairs" from political paralysis.

Mr. Yoon has grown increasingly despondent in recent months, particularly over escalating scandals surrounding him and his wife and the relentless political pressure from the opposition, said Mr. Hahm, who has known Mr. Yoon since before his election. 

"Things have become too much for him,"  Mr. Hahm said. "He became mentally unstable under political pressure."

Members of South Korea's main opposition Democratic Party setting up barricades at an entrance to the National Assembly building in Seoul on Wednesday. Yonhap, via Agence France-Presse -- Getty Images


Mr. Yoon was surrounded by a handful of aides, including former military generals, who were not used to second-guessing their boss's decision, said a former presidential aide to Mr. Yoon who agreed to discuss the president's leadership style on the condition they not be identified. That small circle raised questions about how thoroughly Mr. Yoon prepared for martial law.

The former presidential aide said that as soon as he heard the declaration of martial law, he called contacts in Mr. Yoon's office and other branches of the government. But none of them had advance knowledge of what was coming, he said.

Even top leaders of Mr. Yoon's party said they learned of the declaration through the news media. Kim Byung-joo, an opposition lawmaker and former general, told MBC Radio on Wednesday that when he called army generals near the border with North Korea, none of them knew what was happening. Paratroopers mobilized to occupy the National Assembly showed none of the decisiveness and brutality their predecessors used in the 1980 crackdown on pro-democracy activists, when as many as hundreds were killed in the southern city of Gwangju during Mr. Chun's period of martial law. On Wednesday, the soldiers peacefully retreated after the Assembly voted to repeal Mr. Yoon's action.

Student demonstrators demanding the end of martial law and the resignation of then-Premier Shin Hyun-Hwack and the former Korean Central Intelligence chief, Lt. Gen. Chun Doo-hwan, in May 1980. Associated Press


Some opposition lawmakers and social media commentators speculated that Mr. Yoon might be preparing for martial law when he appointed Kim Yong-hyun, his chief bodyguard and former army general, as his defense minister in September.  But members of his government called the idea a conspiracy theory, and not many people took it seriously.

Before he was catapulted into the presidential race in 2022, Mr. Yoon was a political neophyte. He was a star prosecutor who wielded the law to help imprison two former presidents, and was used to a strictly top-down culture.

He won the election by a razor-thin margin, thanks largely to the public's discontent with his predecessor, Moon Jae-in. But, from the start, he laid out big ambitions, seemingly staking his claim for a legacy as a change maker in a gridlocked political system.

Mr. Yoon put South Korea back on a path toward embracing more nuclear power, mended ties with Japan and expanded military cooperation with the United States and Japan as he took a harder line against North Korea.

But little of his domestic agenda has worked out. His opponents won even greater control in the National Assembly in parliamentary elections this year. His government was accused of using prosecutors and criminal investigations to intimidate opposition leaders and crack down on news media he accused of spreading "fake news ."  His approval rating plummeted to around 20 percent, as he repeatedly vetoed the opposition's demands for independent investigations into allegations against his wife, Kim Keon Hee. The opposition also imposed large changes on his budget proposals for next year.

Opposition leaders protesting to demand Mr. Yoon's arrest and resignation as they gather on the steps of the National Assembly building in Seoul on Wednesday. Chang W. Lee/The New York Times


Mr. Yoon was often called a "tribal leader" by political analysts for his penchant for appointing loyal friends among former prosecutors and fellow high school alumni to key military and government posts. 

One of  them was Han Dong-hoon, Mr. Yoon's loyal lieutenant when he was prosecutor general. As president, Mr. Yoon appointed Mr. Han as justice minister and later helped make him the head of his governing party. But they fell out over differences in how to handle allegations against the first lady.

They  grew to dislike each other so much  that Mr. Yoon considered Mr. Han a betrayer,  according to former aides and local media.

"He must have felt that he was surrounded by enemies and that he must make a bold decision," said Ahn Byong-jin, a political scientist at Kyung Hee University in Seoul. "But it's mind-boggling that he didn't know how it would be received by the National Assembly and the people."

Mr. Hahm, the professor, said Mr. Yoon was an impulsive man surrounded by "sycophantic aides ." When he met the president after his party's crushing defeat in parliamentary elections in April, he was surprised that Mr. Yoon had become more "obstinate and talkative," Mr. Hahm said.

The former interim leader of the governing People Power Party, Han Dong-hoon, delivering his acceptance speech after being elected as the party's new leader during a national convention in Goyang, northwest of Seoul, in July. Pool photo by Yonhap


Mr. Yoon appeared to live with conflicting emotions, Mr. Hahm said. On one hand, he brimmed with optimism that things would work out almost miraculously, as they had in his previous career. On the other, he feared that he would end up a failed president with no positive legacy to speak of -- a result he seemingly ensured when he moved to use the military against his opponents Tuesday night.

"I think those two emotions have combined to lead him to his decision," he said.
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South Korea's Turmoil Is the Latest Threat to a Three-Way Pacific Alliance 

Donald J. Trump had been seen as the main risk factor for the partnership between Tokyo, Seoul and Washington. Then came martial law in South Korea.

President Biden with President Yoon Suk Yeol of South Korea, left, and Prime Minister Shigeru Ishiba of Japan, right, in Peru last month. Their countries have been strengthening their ties, largely to counter China. Eric Lee/The New York Times



By Motoko Rich
Reporting from Tokyo


Dec 04, 2024 at 05:52 PM

When President Yoon Suk Yeol of South Korea visited the White House last year, he charmed the Washington establishment by singing Don McLean's "American Pie." When he flew to Tokyo to usher in a new era of conciliation with Japan, it was a genial visit, with the prime minister treating Mr. Yoon to "omurice," a Japanese dish that the South Korean leader likes.

But that mood was gone on Wednesday, a day after Mr. Yoon imposed -- and then rescinded -- martial law in South Korea. Officials in the United States and Japan were scrambling to understand why the leader they'd both embraced had made such a shocking authoritarian move.

Now, the domestic political chaos unleashed by Mr. Yoon could imperil the countries' three-way alliance in the Pacific, where they had been fortifying their relationships to confront an increasingly assertive China and North Korea.

The disorder in South Korea -- where cabinet members on Wednesday were offering to resign and opposition lawmakers were moving to impeach Mr. Yoon -- comes on top of political uncertainty in both the United States and Japan. Last month, former President Donald J. Trump, a notoriously mercurial leader who tried to undermine American alliances while in power, was elected to a second term.

And in October, Japanese voters delivered a resounding blow to the longtime governing party and the new prime minister, Shigeru Ishiba, denying them a majority in Parliament.

"Many in the world were counting on Japan and South Korea, along with Australia and others, to keep the flag flying and keep the head of good governance and democracy above water in the face of this incredible pressure from North Korea, China and Iran and Russia," said Daniel Russel, a vice president at the Asia Society who was the assistant secretary of state for Asia under President Barack Obama.

Then-President Donald J. Trump with his South Korea counterpart, Moon Jae-in, at the presidential Blue House in Seoul in 2019.  Erin Schaff/The New York Times


Before Tuesday, most international policy experts had been far more concerned about unpredictability in Washington. During Mr. Trump's first term as president, he often accused South Korea and Japan of siphoning off American military resources, even threatening to pull troops out of South Korea. And at pomp-filled summits in Singapore and Hanoi, he engaged the North Korean leader, Kim Jong-un, in direct personal diplomacy, trying and failing to reach a deal on reducing the North's nuclear arsenal.

Now, it is not only Mr. Trump's return to power that makes the three-way alliance look volatile.

"Yoon's self-inflicted wounds, combined with the now-weakened Japanese leadership, leaves the U.S. with two weak players in pushing back against China," said Bruce Klingner, a senior research fellow for Northeast Asia at the Heritage Foundation in Washington. Just a few months ago, Mr. Klingner said, "the potential weak link was changes in U.S. policy."

The events of Tuesday night in Seoul are already yielding ripple effects. American and South Korean military officials have postponed a high-level meeting to discuss nuclear deterrence issues.

Japan's defense minister, Gen Nakatani, said he "would like to keep a close eye on how the situation develops" before confirming a visit to South Korea. Mr. Ishiba, the prime minister, who had been discussing a January trip to Seoul, said he was monitoring the situation with "grave interest."

Mr. Biden with Mr. Yoon and Fumio Kishida, then Japan's prime minister, at Camp David last year. Samuel Corum for The New York Times


One reason the three-way alliance now looks so fragile is that, to some extent, it has depended on the personalities and priorities of the countries' leaders. Convivial photos of Mr. Yoon, then-Prime Minister Fumio Kishida of Japan and President Biden at a summit last year at Camp David, looking casual without neckties, suggested a friendly bond between them.

"There was certainly an element of serendipity in the group of leaders who were committed to all of this," said Christopher Johnstone, a senior associate at the Center for Strategic and International Studies and a former director for East Asia on the National Security Council in the Biden administration.

With Mr. Trump's return to the White House just weeks away, the next political turnover could happen in Seoul if the motion to impeach Mr. Yoon passes. Analysts predict he would be succeeded by his main rival, Lee Jae-myung, leader of the liberal Democratic Party, which could shift South Korea's foreign policy stance. Mr. Lee's party has typically shied away from close relations with the United States and with Japan, with which South Korea has long-running tensions stemming from Japan's colonial occupation of the Korean Peninsula.

A government under Democratic Party leadership would be "more likely to want to hedge between China and the U.S. and downplay the importance of trilateral security cooperation with Tokyo and Washington," Lauren Richardson, a lecturer in international relations at Australian National University, wrote in an email. 

Lee Jae-myung, front and center, and other opposition lawmakers at the National Assembly in Seoul on Wednesday, demanding that Mr. Yoon resign and face arrest for declaring martial law. Chang W. Lee/The New York Times


In many ways, the relationship between Japan and South Korea is the most important link of the three-way alliance, said Ji-Young Lee, a professor of international relations and Korean studies at American University in Washington, who credited Mr. Yoon with pushing for the rapprochement with Japan despite some public opposition.

The stronger trilateral relationship was made possible in the first place because of improved relations between Japan and South Korea, Ms. Lee said. "It was primarily the work of Yoon Suk Yeol and his desire to improve relations with Japan, and if you take that out of the picture, then you are really talking about a great deal of uncertainty for the future of Japan-Korean relations," she added.

There were signs of fragility in that relationship just last month, when South Korean officials boycotted a ceremony organized by Japan to commemorate workers at gold mines on Sado Island. South Korea has long protested the fact that Japan has not acknowledged or apologized for the conscription of Koreans during World War II to work in the mines, which were recently designated a UNESCO World Heritage Site.

Kunihiko Miyake, a former Japanese diplomat, said he hoped the two governments, regardless of who was in charge, would continue to build on the recent efforts to improve relations, if only to survive the struggle for supremacy between the United States and China.

South Korean officials "know the reality -- their population is shrinking, their economy is bad and they cannot count on the Americans and they can't count on the Chinese," said Mr. Miyake. "So we need to work together -- the Japanese and the Koreans."

Despite the developments in Seoul, uncertainty in Washington could still be the bigger risk, analysts say. "The biggest elephant is the United States," said Nobukatsu Kanehara, a professor of political science at Doshisha University in Kyoto. The trilateral partnership consists of "a whale plus two dolphins," he added.

Mr. Kanehara said he feared that Mr. Trump, who prefers "strong men," might regard both Mr. Yoon, if he lasts until Mr. Trump's inauguration, and Mr. Ishiba of Japan as weak leaders.

Some analysts said Mr. Trump's return was not the only issue for American policy in Asia. By not forcefully condemning Mr. Yoon's declaration of martial law, the Biden administration showed "the gap between our rhetoric and the reality of our actions," said David C. Kang, a senior fellow at the Quincy Institute for Responsible Statecraft, a research group in Washington.

"We're willing to say we love rule of law and democracy and everything else, but we will just blatantly ignore this kind of behavior because the guy is on our side," Mr. Kang said. "But the rest of the world is not stupid. They see this, and they are very skeptical of the U.S. administration."

Kiuko Notoya contributed research.
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Syrian Forces Battle Rebels Outside Government Stronghold

The rebels have set their sights on the city of Hama, where President Bashar al-Assad's government has long maintained strength.

Video: Rebels Push Toward Hama, a Syrian Government Stronghold

The map of battle in Syria's civil war, long static, is rapidly changing.


By Vivian Yee
Reporting from Cairo


Dec 04, 2024 at 11:34 AM

Syrian rebels battled pro-government forces on Wednesday on the outskirts of Hama, a major city in western Syria that has become the latest target of the surprise offensive launched by opposition fighters last week, according to both sides.

The rebels have rapidly expanded the territory under their control in northwestern Syria, intensifying pressure on the country's embattled president, Bashar al-Assad. Led by the extremist group Hayat Tahrir al-Sham, the rebels now control all of Idlib Province and most of Aleppo Province. That includes much of the city of Aleppo,  an economic engine of the country.

Now the rebels have set their sights on Hama, which has been a focal point of past revolts brutally suppressed by the country's rulers. Capturing Hama would jeopardize the supply route used by Iran, a staunch Assad ally, to move arms bound for another ally, the militant group Hezbollah, in Lebanon.

Forces loyal to Mr. al-Assad have mobilized to beat back the rebel advance. But allies that the government has long turned to for support are now distracted and weakened -- Russia by its war in Ukraine, and Iran and Hezbollah by the regionwide conflict with Israel.

Taking advantage of the moment, anti-Assad forces based in northwestern Syria have been expanding their offensive and fueling clashes elsewhere in the country, including in the strategic northeast, adding to the president's troubles.

In a sign of the crisis's urgency, Mr. al-Assad ordered salaries for his forces increased by half, Syria's state news agency said on Wednesday. His army is filled with poorly paid conscripts, a fact that analysts said helped explain why many troops around Aleppo simply fled when the rebels arrived last week.

On Wednesday, the rebel command said that its fighters had captured several towns and villages just outside Hama, the regional capital, as well as a Syrian military base on its outskirts. That came hours after the rebels said that their fighters had control of Al-Mujanzarat Military Academy, one of the government's largest bases, east of the city.

Neither side's claims could be independently verified.

Syrian Kurds, fleeing from north of Aleppo, arrived in Tabqah, on the western outskirts of Raqqa, on Wednesday. Delil Souleiman/Agence France-Presse -- Getty Images


Hama's history would make it a substantial and symbolic prize for the rebels. The city was the site of a massacre in 1982, when government forces under the rule of Mr. al-Assad's father, President Hafez al-Assad, moved to crush an Islamist-led revolt.

As many as 30,000 people were killed when the elder Mr. al-Assad sent troops into the city in a nearly monthlong assault; the total death toll was never confirmed. That was the last time Syrians rose up against their autocratic government until 2011, when widespread protests  drew a forceful crackdown from the younger Mr. al-Assad, and ignited the current civil war.

From 2020 until last week, the conflict had been largely frozen in place. Now, the once-static map of rebel- and government-held territory is shifting quickly as each side advances and retreats around Hama.

Syria's state news agency reported on Tuesday that a large number of reinforcements had arrived in Hama to help repel the rebels. On Wednesday, it said pro-Assad forces were hitting the rebels with artillery fire and missiles in the countryside north of the city, killing at least 300 and shooting down at least 25 drones.

The director of the Syrian Observatory for Human Rights, a British-based war monitor, said in an interview with French television on Wednesday that government forces had managed to push the rebels back from the city.

At the same time, Syrian and Russian warplanes were striking rebel-held territory, Syrian state media reported, citing the military. A photojournalist working for the German news agency DPA, Anas Al-Kharboutli, was killed in an airstrike in the countryside north of Hama on Wednesday morning, according to a statement from the company.

The funeral for Syrian photojournalist Anas Al-Kharboutli, who was killed in an airstrike on Wednesday morning. Mohammed Al Rifai/EPA, via Shutterstock


The renewed conflict  was creating opportunities for other players -- and generating upheaval -- elsewhere in Syria's complex battlefield.

As the rebel offensive spread, forces aligned with Mr. al-Assad from northeastern Syria, near the border with Iraq, headed to Damascus, leaving a cluster of seven villages they had occupied along the east bank of the Euphrates River. That allowed the Syrian Democratic Forces, Kurdish fighters who have for years allied with the United States to battle the Islamic State, to move in, according to a senior U.S. official, who spoke on the condition of anonymity because they were not authorized to speak publicly.

The official said that the takeover of the villages touched off a brief confrontation on Friday between Syrian government troops and U.S. troops. After Syrian government troops fired on a local American base, U.S. forces returned fire in what the official described as a series of self-defense strikes.

The official, as well as the Pentagon press secretary, Maj. Gen. Pat Ryder, said that the clash had not escalated. But the events in the area underscored how the rebel offensive was shaking up the battlefield.

Kurdish forces were also clashing in northern Aleppo Province with yet another player in Syria's conflict: rebel factions backed by Turkey. Those factions represent a different strand of opposition groups from the coalition mounting the current rebel offensive. Turkey regards the Kurds as a dangerous separatist group. The fighting there killed 12 members of Turkish-backed groups, according to a Wednesday update from the Observatory.

While some Kurdish fighters who had held parts of Aleppo Province left for the northeast when the rebels arrived and took most of the city of Aleppo, others remained in a few Kurdish-dominated neighborhoods of the city, setting the stage for more conflict, according to rebel troops in Aleppo and the Observatory.

On Wednesday, Secretary of State Antony J. Blinken, speaking at NATO headquarters in Brussels, reiterated the U.S. commitment to combating the Islamic State, or ISIS, which rose to rule an extremist ministate in Syria and Iraq in the mid-2010s.

The town of Khan Shaykhun, south of Idlib, after a government airstrike on Tuesday. Omar Albam/Associated Press


The United States and its allies have "enduring security interests in Syria -- particularly the interest in making sure that ISIS doesn't resurrect and doesn't come back," Mr. Blinken said. "So our own engagement and presence remains important."

Russia and the Syrian government, however, consider the rebels the paramount security threat, and the Kremlin reiterated its continued solidarity with Mr. al-Assad.

"We strongly support the efforts of the Syrian authorities to counter terrorist groups and restore constitutional order," Maria V. Zakharova, spokeswoman for the Russian Foreign Ministry, said in a statement, echoing Mr. al-Assad's longstanding contention that the Syrian rebels were terrorists. (The United States also considers the group leading the current rebel offensive, Hayat Tahrir al-Sham, to be a terrorist organization, though other factions opposed to Mr. al-Assad are more moderate.)

On Wednesday, the Syrian military said that Russia had helped secure safe passage for government forces who had been besieged at the Assad Military Engineering Academy in Aleppo. It said in a statement that "joint Syrian-Russian military-political coordination" had helped lift the rebel siege, but did not specify whether Moscow had intervened on the ground or mediated the troops' exit.

There was no immediate comment from the Russian Defense Ministry about the events at the academy, and it was unclear whether the academy was now fully under rebel control.

Reporting was contributed by Muhammad Haj Kadour, Eric Schmitt, Rania Khaled, Lara Jakes and Jacob Roubai.
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With Assad Challenged, a Push to Cut Syria's Ties to Iran Grows More Unlikely

Even as Israel bombarded Syria, officials say the U.S. and Gulf countries were working to weaken its president's alliance with Tehran. Rebels' shock advance has dampened those hopes.

Images of President Bashar al-Assad of Syria, center, and Iran's supreme leader, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, south of Damascus, in March. Louai Beshara/Agence France-Presse -- Getty Images



By Erika Solomon, Ronen Bergman and Adam Rasgon
Ronen Bergman reported from Tel Aviv, and Adam Rasgon from Jerusalem.


Dec 04, 2024 at 10:29 AM

For months, his country was battered by escalating Israeli bombardment, while behind the scenes, the United States and Gulf countries courted him diplomatically. It was a secretive, two-pronged approach meant to pressure President Bashar al-Assad of Syria to abandon his most important regional alliance with Hezbollah and Iran.

The overtures to Mr. al-Assad were the product of what Israel and its allies saw as a rare but risky opportunity -- with Iran's regional network fracturing under Israeli attack, they hoped to force Iran's most important partner out of the alliance, according to former U.S. officials, two European diplomats and four Israeli officials who spoke on the condition of anonymity because of the sensitivity of the subject.

Now, those regional ambitions may be derailed by a far smaller and long-discounted force: Resurgent rebels have launched a surprisingly successful attack in Syria, exploiting in part the strain Israel has put on the alliance that helped Mr. al-Assad maintain power through more than a decade of uprising and civil war. In a matter of days, the rebels seized most of the country's large city of Aleppo, and challenged Mr. al-Assad's grip on the country's northwest.

Despite his traditional partners being so weakened, regional experts and diplomats expect that Mr. al-Assad will now be even more reluctant to abandon Iran and its allies, who are still his best bet for fighting, yet again, for his regime's survival.

Syria is at the center of today's regional power struggles because of the critical land corridor it provides for Iran to Hezbollah, Tehran's most important regional ally, in Lebanon. Severing this pipeline for weapons, supplies and people is critical to Israel -- and defending it is just as critical to Iran.

Israel, with the support of the United States, was eager to take advantage of its campaign against Hamas after the Oct. 7, 2023, attacks. After Israel killed key leaders of Hezbollah and Hamas and depleted their weapons stockpiles, there were signs that Israel's approach was working. Iran's bellicose rhetoric toward the United States and Israel had given way to signals that it wanted less confrontation. Russia, another key ally of Mr. al-Assad's, has been ensnared in Ukraine, emboldening Israel and U.S. regional allies to pressure Moscow and Mr. al-Assad into rethinking the alliance.

Syrian opposition fighters stood on the wings of an old aircraft at a military airport after they took control of the facility in the outskirts of Aleppo, Syria, on Monday. Omar Albam/Associated Press


But the attack on Aleppo has jolted Iran and Russia into issuing new vows to come to Mr. al-Assad's aid, suggesting that the alliance will defy the attempts to unravel it.

Andrew Tabler, a senior fellow at the Washington Institute and a former White House and State Department official, said the long-term regional efforts, which aimed to gradually compel Mr. al-Assad to shift, now look unlikely without his showing a willingness to "make a hard break with Iran."

"How could he do that under the current circumstances?" he said. "Iran is now more essential to his staying in power than perhaps ever."

Before the rebel advance, Israel had for weeks been escalating its attacks on Syria, striking everywhere from the capital to the ancient desert city of Palmyra, in what it says were operations targeting Iran, Hezbollah and their allies. Israeli commandos have raided secret military sites, the aim of which, one of the senior Israeli officials said, was to demonstrate that Israel would not tolerate any further weapons smuggling from Syria to Lebanon.

But that approach had a major flaw, analysts said: Even with its intensified operations, Israel had not managed to shut down the supply line from Iran to Hezbollah, involving hundreds of miles of porous borders, secret tunnels, smuggling rings and militant groups.

An Israeli strike in April destroyed a building in the Iranian Embassy complex in Damascus, Syria. Louai Beshara/Agence France-Presse -- Getty Images


"There is no way just by carrying out airstrikes that they can defeat the Iranians in Syria," said Haid Haid, a fellow at Chatham House in London who focuses on Syria. "The Israelis can inflict damage. They can reduce the flows. They can make it more difficult. But they cannot stop it completely, and they know that."

That is why Israel's military push has been underpinned by diplomatic efforts, mediated by Washington and Gulf Arab leaders, who are also eager to undermine Iranian influence in the region. Eight current and former Western and regional diplomats and Israeli officials shared with The New York Times details of different proposals made to Syria.

Mediators focused on promises of Gulf economic aid, they said, and the withdrawal of hundreds of U.S. troops deployed in northeastern Syria since 2014. They also floated plans to lift or reduce crippling U.S. sanctions against the Syrian regime -- though withdrawing some sanctions requires a vote in U.S. Congress, and previous efforts to persuade senators to abandon the bipartisan legislation have failed.

"They have been making offers to Assad: Your ally Iran is getting weak, so let us in," said Malik al-Abdeh, the founder of the consultancy Conflict Media Solutions and a longtime mediator in Syria. "But getting Assad to do that would require a much more dramatic shift in the balance of power."

Efforts by the Gulf nations, particularly the United Arab Emirates, to try to lure Mr. al-Assad away from his regional allies are not new, officials said. A European, a regional and a former U.S. official told The Times that the previously established back channels for negotiations, hosted or mediated by Gulf officials, in particular the United Arab Emirates, are being utilized again. 

But regional diplomats and experts warn that continued Israeli bombardment to try to lure Mr. al-Assad away from Iran at a time when he faces a renewed insurgency risks escalating violence that could unleash chaos with fallout beyond Syria.

Syria is now territorially divided among Mr. al-Assad, Islamist militants, U.S.-backed Kurdish groups and Turkish-backed rebels. Unsettling that precarious equilibrium could embolden other groups to attack al-Assad-held territory, potentially rekindling the civil war and causing a new outpouring of refugees or a resurgence of jihadist groups, similar to the rise of the Islamic State in 2014.

Weapons seized from Hezbollah displayed on a base in southern Israel in October. Syria provides a critical land corridor connecting Iran to Hezbollah that is a pipeline for weapons. Maya Alleruzzo/Associated Press


Israel needs a strong central government in Syria to carry out its plan to pressure Mr. al-Assad and cut off supply routes from Iran to Lebanon, two of the Israeli officials said. Israel and the United States are continuing their efforts, but the chances of success for this plan appear to have diminished even further, they said.

Israel had also been pressing for assistance from Moscow, arguably Mr. al-Assad's most important military ally. He is in turn critical to Russia because of the warm water port he allows it to operate on Syria's coast.

Moscow had made gestures about limiting Iranian influence, the two European diplomats said, by increasing patrols in southern Syria near the Israeli border, ostensibly blocking Iranian-backed groups from operating there. Most regional experts saw this as futile: Iranian-aligned forces still operate along Syria's southern border.

Russia and Iran have a complicated relationship, competing for resources in Syria. But Russia is also dependent on Iran for cheap drone technology for its war in Ukraine and for help with military operations to support Mr. al-Assad, a role ever more critical as he comes under renewed rebel pressure.

"Russia knows that without Iranian boots on the ground, it would have to be theirs," said Mr. al-Abdeh.

 

Mr. al-Assad is not only dependent on Iran and Hezbollah militarily, but also financially.

The oil Iran provides Syria in defiance of international sanctions not only supports the formal economy but also the black market networks that many regime figures profit from, regional experts said. Many military leaders and militias aligned with Mr. al-Assad are deeply involved in the lucrative production of the stimulant Captagon, a booming drug trade facilitated by networks linked to Hezbollah and Iranian-backed groups.

Confiscated Captagon pills in Lebanon's Bekaa Valley in 2022. The trade of Captagon is facilitated by networks linked to Hezbollah and Iranian-backed groups. Joseph Eid/Agence France-Presse -- Getty Images


These illicit and secretive networks, diplomats said, make it hard for Gulf Arab states to simply entice Mr. al-Assad's government with aid and reconstruction funds.

Even if he still wanted to try to disentangle these patronage and security networks, Mr. al-Assad may be unable to, said Emile Hokayem, the director for regional security at the International Institute for Strategic Studies.

"He probably doesn't know that well who in his first and second circle is in the pockets of Iran -- or the Russians," he said. "That's one thing we don't fully understand, which is Iran's coercive power within these structures. Iran is still embedded in a lot of security agencies and militias, and it can threaten the edifice from within."

Aaron Boxerman contributed reporting from Jerusalem.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/12/04/world/middleeast/syria-assad-israel-iran.html



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





    
      
        
          	
            International
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Obituaries
          
        

      

      National

      
        On the Border, Texas Shows Trump the Way
        The incoming Trump administration's new border czar said that Texas provided a "model" for border enforcement. State officials have offered to be a staging ground for mass deportations.

      

      
        For Families of Transgender Children, Tennessee's Ban Forces Hard Choices
        The Supreme Court is hearing a legal challenge on Wednesday to the state's ban on several forms of medical care for transgender youth.

      

      
        Pete Hegseth's Mother Defends Her Son's Character on Fox Show
        The mother of President-elect Donald J. Trump's choice to be defense secretary appeared on the network where her son worked to say that he was a changed man.

      

      
        Nadler to Relinquish Democrats' Top Judiciary Post, Bowing to Calls for Change
        Democrats' longtime leader on the panel faced a challenge from Representative Jamie Raskin, and pressure from colleagues who wanted a younger, more strategic figure at the helm.

      

      
        Trump Picks Jared Isaacman, an Entrepreneur and Private Astronaut, to Lead NASA
        Mr. Isaacman's company Shift4 Payments made him a billionaire, and he has financed two trips to orbit on SpaceX vehicles, including a daring spacewalk in September.

      

      
        Pardon Backlash Reflects Fraught Breakup Between Democrats and Biden
        The criticism of the president's pardon of his son from within his own party underscores how far gone his relationship with Democrats in Congress already was.

      

      
        Mike Johnson's Newest Headache: The Smallest House Majority in History
        The Republican speaker held on to control of the House, but will preside over an even smaller majority at a time when President-elect Donald J. Trump will need his help to achieve major agenda items.

      

      
        Republican Lawmakers in Georgia Press Case for Fani Willis Testimony
        Ms. Willis, who charged Mr. Trump in connection with his efforts to cling to power after the 2020 election, came under scrutiny over her relationship with a lawyer she hired to lead the case.

      

      
        Eric Adams Proposes Tax Cut for New York City's Lowest Earners
        Under indictment and facing re-election, Mr. Adams has turned his attention to the city's affordability crisis.

      

      
        1 Dead and Over 70 Displaced After Senior Center Fire
        More than 95 firefighters responded on Tuesday night to a four-alarm fire at a senior housing facility in Edison, N.J., according to officials.

      

      
        They Were the Last of Their Kind, in Captivity. Can 5 Survive the Wild?
        Researchers are trying a new strategy to reintroduce Hawaiian crows, which have been extinct in the wild for two decades.

      

      
        Brian Thompson Was a Veteran Executive at UnitedHealthcare
        Mr. Thompson managed a division that employs about 140,000 people and offers insurance plans to employers and individuals.

      

      
        
          	
            International
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Obituaries
          
        

      

    

  
	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




On the Border, Texas Shows Trump the Way

The incoming Trump administration's new border czar said that Texas provided a "model" for border enforcement. State officials have offered to be a staging ground for mass deportations.

Migrants cut a hole in the concertina wire fence that has been constructed along the U.S.-Mexico border in El Paso in June. Paul Ratje for The New York Times



By J. David Goodman
Reporting from Houston


Dec 04, 2024 at 04:03 PM

Tom Homan, an immigration hard-liner selected by President-elect Donald J. Trump to be his "border czar," squeezed into a helicopter last week, as Gov. Greg Abbott gave an aerial tour of all that Texas had done to stop people from crossing illegally from Mexico.

There is a newly built camp for the Texas National Guard, whose border mission has looked a lot like a military deployment. Nearby, a line of buoy barriers in the Rio Grande puts migrants at risk of drowning. The river's edge bristles with concertina wire that has often left bordercrossers with cuts and gashes. State police officers regularly patrol the brush, arresting migrants in an unusual extension of state authority into immigration matters.

"This is a model we can take across the country," Mr. Homan said, addressing a group of National Guard members and Texas state troopers involved in border enforcement in the border city of Eagle Pass. "I am impressed by what I've seen today."

Tom Homan was selected by President-elect Donald J. Trump to be his "border czar." Kaylee Greenlee for The New York Times


Complaining that the Biden administration has failed to secure the border, Texas has spent billions of dollars over the past three years to prevent unauthorized border crossings on its own, often clashing with the federal government while pushing the legal limits of state power.

Now those fights are all but over, and the state is poised to take what could be a central role in what the incoming Trump administration has promised will be a swift crackdown on the border and the largest deportation program in memory.

Other Republican-led states have expressed support for the effort. In Utah, Gov. Spencer Cox has promised to work with the incoming administration to "identify, incarcerate and deport" migrants who have committed crimes. Gov. Kevin Stitt of Oklahoma has said he would seek to deport unauthorized migrants currently in state prisons.

But Texas -- as the only Republican-led state on the Mexican border -- stands out.

In recent weeks, Texas officials have started new border programs, have prepared for an end to some legal fights with the federal government and have offered to help the Trump administration get its deportation program off the ground.

The state's land commissioner, Dawn Buckingham, has already offered 1,400 acres of state land on the border in South Texas for possible development of a large-scale federal deportation center. She disclosed this week that additional sites have been identified around El Paso.

"Whatever the federal government needs. I have hundreds of thousands of acres on the river," Ms. Buckingham, a Republican, said in an interview. "If the Trump administration said, 'Hey, we need to do something on a property that you have near Austin or near Dallas or near Houston,' we'd be happy to oblige them."

The state's land commissioner, Dawn Buckingham, has already offered 1,400 acres of state land on the border in South Texas for possible development of a large-scale federal deportation center. Gabriel V. Cardenas/Reuters


Mr. Abbott has said that he spoke to Mr. Trump about the border after the election, and that Texas was taking steps to prepare -- "actions, planning, preparation, schematics" -- for the deportation program.

Mr. Abbott's office declined to provide specifics, and Mr. Trump has not outlined his plans, though he has said that he intends to declare a national emergency on immigration and that the United States military would be involved.

In a joint interview with Mr. Homan on Fox News, Governor Abbott said that he supported using the U.S. military for the deportation program, pointing to the Texas National Guard's role in the state's border security program known as Operation Lone Star.

"In Texas, we showed the way that the police force could work collaboratively with the military force, where the police are doing the policing, the military are doing things like building border barriers that deny entry," Mr. Abbott said.

"Look, me and Governor Abbott, we're already working together," Mr. Homan added. "We're already making plans. We're not waiting for Jan. 20," he said, referring to Inauguration Day. "The planning starts now. Jan. 20: Game on."

But Mr. Abbott has also suggested that the state's role will grow smaller as the Trump administration takes over, describing the state's current border enforcement efforts as a "stopgap."

Governor Abbott and other Republican officials, like Lt. Gov. Dan Patrick, have said that the state would soon be able to redirect its spending on the border to other priorities. The state already has spent more than $10 billion on border efforts over the past three years.

Gov. Greg Abbott has said that he spoke to Mr. Trump about the border after the election, and that Texas was taking steps to prepare for the deportation program. Kaylee Greenlee for The New York Times


"We're going to be able to take a lot of that money now and put it back to our taxpayers for roads, for water, for education, for health care," Mr. Patrick said in an interview on WFAA in Dallas after the election.

Democrats suggested that the governor should seek reimbursement from the incoming Trump administration for the money Texas has already spent. "I say the time is now," said Representative Trey Martinez Fischer of San Antonio, the chair of the Democratic caucus in the Texas House.

Since President Biden took office, Governor Abbott has been pushing the boundaries of what a state can do to enforce immigration laws, an area reserved by the Constitution in most cases to the federal government.

State police began arresting migrants on state charges of trespassing on private land in 2021, housing thousands of them in state jails, often for months, pending trial. Most of the migrants opted to plead guilty in order to get out; many were ultimately deported by the federal government.

That process could now inform the federal government's approach, said Kristin Etter, directory of policy and legal services at the Texas Immigration Law Council, a nonprofit immigrant rights group.

"Everything that they've done under Operation Lone Star is just a prototype for how to round up immigrants, put them in harsh conditions, pretend that you're going to provide some level of due process and then coerce people to accept a deportation," she said.

Earlier this year Texas attempted to provide even greater power to local police by making any unauthorized border crossing from Mexico to Texas a state crime, not just trespassing on private land. The law, known as Senate Bill 4, also created a process for state police to order migrants to return to Mexico. The state law was quickly challenged by the Biden administration and civil rights groups before it could go into effect and is currently on hold amid a federal court fight.

Migrants wading in the Rio Grande near a line of buoy barriers in August 2023. Jordan Vonderhaar for The New York Times


Even if the Trump administration were to drop the challenge, the legal case against S.B. 4 is likely to continue, since private groups have also joined the suit. "The law is patently unconstitutional and goes against a century of precedent," said Adriana Pinon, the legal director of the American Civil Liberties Union of Texas, which is helping lead the case.

Elsewhere, Texas has appeared increasingly confident that its legal situation on the border is about to improve. Since the election, Gov. Abbott has extended a buoy barrier erected by the state in the Rio Grande at Eagle Pass, in a move that appears to anticipate that the federal government would drop its legal challenge.

The state was doing even more until the number of migrants trying to cross the border dropped sharply from record levels last year. Texas' migrant busing program -- which brought around 120,000 migrants to Democrat-led cities like Denver, New York and Chicago -- has been largely halted because there have not been enough migrants to fill them.

But immigrant advocates said the busing network could potentially be revived for a new purpose: to help deport migrants from inland cities.

"They could just turn those buses around and bus immigrants from blue cities back to Texas," Ms. Etter, of the Texas Immigration Law Council, said of Texas officials. "They already have all the infrastructure."

Since the election, the state has announced new enforcement efforts of its own, such as the inaugural mounted unit for state police to begin patrolling portions of the border on horseback.

At the same time, some local law enforcement officials along the border said that they had not heard much in the way of preparations on the ground for any new border enforcement efforts.

"Nothing, so far as I know," said Sheriff Tom Schmerber of Maverick County, which includes the city of Eagle Pass and was a frequent crossing point for unauthorized migrants during much of the Biden administration.

Sheriff Schmerber, a recently re-elected Democrat, said that he would work with the Trump administration on deportations, but that such an effort would require significant federal spending.

"I don't have the place in the county jail, and I don't have enough deputies to work immigration," he said. "We don't have the resources for that. Not that I don't want to help."
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For Families of Transgender Children, Tennessee's Ban Forces Hard Choices

The Supreme Court is hearing a legal challenge on Wednesday to the state's ban on several forms of medical care for transgender youth.

For the children and teenagers affected by the ban, their normal adolescent experiences have been overshadowed by the fact that they are also transgender.



By Emily Cochrane
Reporting from Nashville


Dec 04, 2024 at 10:02 AM

The first families left as soon as they could, emptying homes and pulling out of school after Tennessee banned gender-transition care for their children. Others chose to remain, cutting back on vacations and Christmas spending to make it to doctor appointments out of state.

Even some who have stayed say they have not ruled out the possibility of leaving Tennessee in the future.

This is why the stakes for families feel impossibly high as the Supreme Court hears arguments on Wednesday in a challenge to the Tennessee law. They fear a ruling in favor of the ban, which passed last year, could further jeopardize care for their children at a moment when the incoming Trump administration has pledged to impose restrictions on life for transgender people.

"You have to go into this whole different way of being when you're constantly having to say, 'I didn't choose this, there are no good options,'" said Kristen Chapman, who left Tennessee with her teenage daughter soon after the law passed. "It's like a natural disaster happens in your family, because it changes how you are and where you feel OK."

Parents from five other families, and three of the children, agreed to be interviewed only if they would not be named, citing concerns about retribution and continuing harassment.

 Matt Eich for The New York Times


There is no clear data on how many transgender people or families have left Tennessee.  But at least one survey, conducted by a coalition of groups supportive of transgender and L.G.B.T.Q. rights, found that Tennessee was among the top 10 states that people departed because of the laws.

Dahron Johnson, a chaplain and transgender community leader in Nashville, said she was worried about "the continued use of a community that is easy to separate out from the rest," calling it a way "to try to gin up fears of our rights coming at the expense of others."

A Republican supermajority in the Tennessee General Assembly has mounted an aggressive campaign in recent years to set limits on transgender adults and children, including barring people from changing their gender on birth certificates and driver's licenses. 

A chorus singing during the Transgender Day of Remembrance last month in Nashville. Lucy Garrett for The New York Times


Major medical associations in the United States have said that puberty blockers and hormone therapies can be beneficial, and there are exceptions in the law for children who are not transgender. But Republicans have condemned the care for transgender children in scathing terms, questioning whether anyone under 18 should make such a monumental decision and whether the care is safe and effective.

The fight in Tennessee comes amid a broader political debate over when and if teenagers should be allowed to undergo transgender treatments in a field that is relatively new and where evidence on long-term outcomes is scarce. Prominent clinicians worldwide have disagreed on issues such as the ideal timing and criteria for the medical interventions. Several countries in Europe, including Sweden and Britain, have placed new restrictions on gender medications for adolescents after reviews of the scientific evidence.

"The Constitution does not prevent the states from regulating the practice of medicine where hot-button social issues are concerned," Jonathan Skrmetti, the Tennessee attorney general, said in a statement. "People who disagree with restrictions on irreversible pediatric procedures for gender transition are free to advocate for change through state elections."

The law took effect on July 1, 2023, although existing patients had until March of this year to phase out their care. With similar laws approved in about two dozen other states, there are only so many other options.

"My second oldest said, 'Well then, we've got to go,'" Ms. Chapman recalled one of her children saying when she told them that the ban had passed. "My youngest said, 'I want to go.'"

 Lucy Garrett for The New York Times


Many parents said the politicization of the issue had made it harder to educate themselves as they were beginning to figure out what medical care might look like. Some have also bristled at being told that they cannot make medical decisions for their child, at times long before any decision has been made.

"So much of gender-affirming care is simply having someone to discuss with," Ms. Johnson said. The law, she added, "is a breach of the parental and patient autonomy that we hold up as a value in any other circumstance."

Many who have begun care say it has given them a jolt of self-confidence. One mother said it was like a weight lifted off her daughter, while a teenage boy described euphoria when his voice noticeably deepened.

For the children and teenagers targeted by the ban, the normal adolescent experiences of finding friends, thinking about college or exploring hobbies have all been overshadowed by the fact that they are also transgender.

The situation grew even more fraught for some families when they learned that Vanderbilt University Medical Center turned over medical records to the Tennessee Attorney General's Office as part of an investigation into possible insurance fraud. Lucy Garrett for The New York Times


The relief that came with the clarity of understanding that they were transgender, some of them said, was now paired with fear or hurt over feeling responsible for making their families a target.

Some children have lost friends, with moves interrupting a year of education and uprooting siblings. Leaving means stepping back from supportive schools, and hard-won networks of friends who understand what it means to live in the conservative South. Sometimes, moving away is not financially feasible.

Even while doing research on states that have protections for transgender people -- one mother has tacked a list of colleges in such states to the refrigerator -- there is a reluctance among adults and children to leave family and familiarity.

"How long is it going to take me to rebuild the depths of community I have here?" said Ray Holloman, 34. He went to his first Pride event in the state at 22 and chose to raise his newborn child near where he grew up in Middle Tennessee. "Why should I be forced to leave a place I grew up like somebody else, just because they don't like who I am?"

"At least in Tennessee, I know where the devil's at," he said. "Most people don't know that I am trans, but everybody knows I'm Black."

 Lucy Garrett for The New York Times


Others felt they had no choice but to leave. They said neighbors hurled accusations of child abuse their way, and some received death threats. So they sold or rented their homes, packed their cars and started over.

The situation grew even more fraught for some families when they learned that Vanderbilt University Medical Center, facing a subpoena, turned over medical records for transgender patients to the Tennessee Attorney General's Office as part of an investigation into possible insurance fraud.

A lawsuit has since accused the center of providing a trove of information, including some photographs taken in connection with surgery. Some of the patients who were notified that their records were shared -- even if that was later found out to be wrong in some cases -- are adults and say they remain shaken by how much personal information could end up with a law enforcement agency. At the time, Vanderbilt University Medical Center said that it was obligated to respond to the subpoena, and that it had complied with federal and state health privacy laws. The medical center, which is separate from the university in Nashville, offered no additional comment when asked about the matter in recent days.

"The Vanderbilt thing made it much more visceral -- that feeling of, 'It is not OK here anymore,'" said Ms. Chapman, who said her daughter's records were given to the state. Even away from Tennessee, she added, she still worries about her child.

Her biggest fear, she said, remains "trying to figure out how to get her to adulthood."

Amy Harmon and Adam Liptak contributed reporting.
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Pete Hegseth's Mother Defends Her Son's Character on Fox Show

The mother of President-elect Donald J. Trump's choice to be defense secretary appeared on the network where her son worked to say that he was a changed man.

"Pete is a new person," Penelope Hegseth said of her son Pete Hegseth on Wednesday morning. Tierney L. Cross for The New York Times



By Jennifer S. Forsyth
Reporting from Washington


Dec 04, 2024 at 03:50 PM

Penelope Hegseth, Pete Hegseth's mother, said Wednesday morning that her son was not the same man he was in 2018 when she fired off an email accusing him of routinely abusing women and lacking decency and character.

"Pete is a new person," Mrs. Hegseth said in an appearance on "Fox & Friends." "He's redeemed, forgiven, changed."

"I just hope people will get to know who Pete is today, especially our dear female senators, that you would listen to him, listen with your heart to the truth of Pete," she said, adding, "He doesn't misuse women."

Her appearance came after The New York Times published an email she wrote as Mr. Hegseth was in the midst of a contentious divorce from his second wife. She told The Times in an interview Friday that she did not believe what she said in that email and that she had apologized to her son in a follow-up email.

It also came in the wake of allegations of alcohol abuse and mismanagement of nonprofit organizations published this week in an article in The New Yorker. Mr. Hegseth has also faced the revelation of a police complaint by a woman who claimed that he raped her at a political conference in 2017. The investigation resulted in no charges and Mr. Hegseth's lawyer, Timothy Parlatore, has said the encounter was consensual.

The combined fallout has jeopardized Mr. Hegseth's chances to lead the Defense Department in the next Trump administration, as President-elect Donald J. Trump is said to be discussing other options for the role.

Echoing her comments to The Times, Mrs. Hegseth told "Fox & Friends" that she wrote the email in a moment of passion, and regretted sending it.

She also accused The Times of threatening her by indicating that it planned to publish an article about her email before she granted The Times an interview. "Some of those attachments or descriptions are just not true, especially anymore," she said.

"That's the first thing they do. They say, 'Unless you make a statement, we will publish it as is,'" she said. "And I think that's a despicable way to treat anyone."

Charlie Stadtlander, a spokesman for The Times said, "In no way was Ms. Hegseth threatened." The Times, he said, did what it always does in reporting out a story, simply reaching out and asking for comment, which was then included in the article.

In her interview on Fox, Mrs. Hegseth also said she believed her son was well prepared to run the Defense Department, not just because he had risked his life for his country in military tours in Afghanistan and Iraq, but because of his lengthy tenure as a weekend anchor on "Fox & Friends."

"Being a TV news host, I think, prepares you for most things in a position like this," she said. "You're a good communicator. You have to think on your feet. You take charge."

Mrs. Hegseth's comments on Fox were a sharp departure from the tone and substance of her 2018 email.

"On behalf of all the women (and I know it's many) you have abused in some way, I say... get some help and take an honest look at yourself," Mrs. Hegseth wrote then, saying that she still loved him.

She also wrote: "I have no respect for any man that belittles, lies, cheats, sleeps around, and uses women for his own power and ego. You are that man (and have been for years)."

Mrs. Hegseth acknowledged to the Fox host that some thought the controversy over her son was becoming a distraction for the next Trump administration. But she said she thought that could be overcome if people made the effort to get to know her son.

"Not the Pete from seven years ago, but the Pete of today," she said.
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Nadler to Relinquish Democrats' Top Judiciary Post, Bowing to Calls for Change

Democrats' longtime leader on the panel faced a challenge from Representative Jamie Raskin, and pressure from colleagues who wanted a younger, more strategic figure at the helm.

Representative Jerrold Nadler, a 17-term lawmaker from Manhattan's Upper West Side, has long been a leading liberal voice in the House. Haiyun Jiang for The New York Times



By Nicholas Fandos
Nicholas Fandos, who covers New York politics, has written extensively about Jerrold Nadler, including his role in two impeachments of President Donald J. Trump.


Dec 04, 2024 at 08:06 PM

Representative Jerrold Nadler plans to step down as the top Democrat on the House Judiciary Committee next term, succumbing to calls for generational change as his party prepares to confront a second Trump administration.

Mr. Nadler, the 77-year-old dean of New York's congressional delegation, had been facing a direct challenge from a close ally, Representative Jamie Raskin of Maryland. Mr. Raskin, 61, was said to have secured the votes necessary to defeat him.

The transition would represent a significant departure for House Democrats, who have traditionally awarded coveted committee leadership jobs based primarily on seniority. After November's losses, though, many in the party have argued that President-elect Donald J. Trump's return to power would require a younger, more dynamic crop of leaders.

Furious over being challenged, Mr. Nadler had initially fought to hold the position he has held since 2017. But on Wednesday, he conceded that he did not have a path to victory and endorsed Mr. Raskin to replace him in a letter to colleagues.

"As our country faces the return of Donald Trump, and the renewed threats to our democracy and our way of life that he represents, I am very confident that Jamie would ably lead the Judiciary Committee as we confront this growing danger," Mr. Nadler wrote.

"Therefore," he continued, "I have decided not to run for ranking member of the Judiciary Committee in the 119th Congress."


Mr. Nadler called Mr. Raskin and Representative Hakeem Jeffries of New York, the House Democratic leader, to inform them of his decision, according to an aide.

He follows Representative Raul M. Grijalva of Arizona, 76, who announced this week that he would step down as the top Democrat on the Natural Resources Committee as he faced a challenge from a younger colleague, Representative Jared Huffman of California, 60. Two Democrats are challenging Representative David Scott, Democrat of Georgia, 79, to the senior spot on the Agriculture Committee.

In clearing the way at Judiciary, Mr. Nadler also effectively opened up the top Democratic slot on the Oversight Committee, which Mr. Raskin now occupies. Representative Gerald E. Connolly of Virginia, 74, has already formally entered the race, but he may soon face a challenge from Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, who at 35 is less than half his age.

People close to Mr. Nadler said he had been deeply hurt by the push to replace him. A 17-term lawmaker from Manhattan's Upper West Side, Mr. Nadler has long been a leading liberal voice in the House on issues including gay rights and surveillance powers. He won the top Democratic seat on the Judiciary Committee in 2017, after decades of toiling, and played a role in two impeachments of Mr. Trump in 2019 and 2021.

But Mr. Nadler had never been known as a particularly sharp strategist, and Speaker Nancy Pelosi sidelined him from key parts of the impeachment fight. Many of his colleagues had begun quietly fretting that Mr. Nadler was not up to the task this time. He often reads from written remarks during committee meetings and has been known to fall asleep in meetings.

With a broad jurisdiction, the Judiciary Committee is likely to be at the center of some of Washington's largest fights next year, including Mr. Trump's vow to deport millions of undocumented immigrants, overhaul the Justice Department and any attempt by Republicans to curtail abortion rights.

Mr. Raskin, a former constitutional law professor, was himself a close ally of Mr. Nadler in the past and is widely beloved among House Democrats. First elected in 2016, he rapidly made his name as a silver-tongued antagonist to Mr. Trump, serving as the lead impeachment prosecutor against Mr. Trump after the Jan. 6, 2021, attack on the Capitol. He also served on the special House committee set up to investigate the attack.

Mr. Raskin announced his challenge to Mr. Nadler on Monday after fellow Democrats, including Ms. Pelosi, encouraged him to run. In a letter, Mr. Raskin said he would turn the Judiciary Committee into "the headquarters of congressional opposition to authoritarianism."

On Wednesday, Mr. Raskin called Mr. Nadler an "extraordinary lawyer, patriot and public servant," adding that he was "honored and humbled to have his support."

Mr. Jeffries lauded Mr. Nadler as a "a mentor and an inspiration."

"Only in America could the Brooklyn-born son of a Jewish chicken farmer become chairman of one of the most powerful committees in the United States Congress," he said.

But Scott M. Stringer, a longtime confidant to Mr. Nadler who is now considering a run for mayor of New York City, suggested that his fellow New Yorker had been mistreated. He also noted that Mr. Nadler was not leaving Congress entirely and would continue to serve as a rank-and-file member of the House.

"We used to eat our young, and now we're eating our old," Mr. Stringer said. "It does not bode well for the future of the party. This is not a winning formula."
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Trump Picks Jared Isaacman, an Entrepreneur and Private Astronaut, to Lead NASA

Mr. Isaacman's company Shift4 Payments made him a billionaire, and he has financed two trips to orbit on SpaceX vehicles, including a daring spacewalk in September.

Jared Isaacman traveled to orbit in September for the second time in a SpaceX Crew Dragon capsule. Polaris Program/SpaceX, via Agence France-Presse -- Getty Images



By Kenneth Chang



Dec 04, 2024 at 05:30 PM

President-elect Donald J. Trump will nominate Jared Isaacman, a billionaire entrepreneur who led two private missions to orbit on SpaceX rockets, as the next NASA administrator.

Mr. Isaacman, the chief executive of the payment processing company Shift4 Payments, is a close associate of Elon Musk, the founder of SpaceX, and, if confirmed to the post by the Senate, would bring the perspective of an outsider to the space agency and its $25 billion budget.

"Jared will drive NASA's mission of discovery and inspiration, paving the way for groundbreaking achievements in Space science, technology, and exploration," Mr. Trump said in a post on his Truth Social platform.

One of the key issues for the next NASA administrator is how to get NASA's centerpiece Artemis program back on track to send NASA astronauts to the moon. The first landing of astronauts is to occur during the Artemis III mission, currently scheduled for late 2026. However, key components needed to accomplish that, including the lunar lander being developed by SpaceX, appear to be behind schedule.

The Trump administration could seek much bigger changes at NASA, including possibly scaling back Artemis and pivoting to Mr. Musk's desired destination: Mars. NASA could also be included in wider efforts to pare down the number of federal employees.

Mr. Isaacman, 41, made his entrance to the space world in February 2021 when he announced he was financing a private mission called Inspiration4. Riding in a SpaceX Crew Dragon capsule, the mission was the first in which no one aboard was a professional astronaut.

Instead of taking some of his friends along, he opened up the other three seats to strangers. He gave two seats to St. Jude Children's Research Hospital in Memphis, which treats young cancer patients. One went to a hospital employee; the other was raffled off to raise money for St. Jude. Mr. Isaacman personally donated $100 million to St. Jude.

The fourth Crew Dragon seat went to a winner of a "Shark Tank"-like contest run by Shift4.

The crew launched to orbit in September 2021, spending four days in space.

Mr. Isaacman followed up this year with another trip to orbit called Polaris Dawn. This mission -- a collaboration with SpaceX -- aimed to test out new technologies that would be needed to implement Mr. Musk's dream of eventually sending people to Mars.

The Polaris Dawn mission included the first spacewalk by private astronauts. Mr. Isaacman has been planning to conduct two more Polaris missions, including what would be the first crewed flight of Starship, the giant new rocket currently under development by SpaceX.

Mr. Isaacman founded Shift4 in 1999 after dropping out of high school. In 2012, he founded Draken International, which owns fighter jets and provides training for pilots in the United States military. He sold that company in 2019.

Mr. Isaacman would replace the current administrator, Bill Nelson, a former Democratic senator from Florida who also traveled to orbit as part of a space shuttle mission in 1986.

In a posting on X, Mr. Musk's social media site, Mr. Isaacman highlighted that he was born after the Apollo moon landings.

"With the support of President Trump, I can promise you this: We will never again lose our ability to journey to the stars and never settle for second place," he said. He added, "Americans will walk on the Moon and Mars and in doing so, we will make life better here on Earth."

Lori Garver, who served as deputy administrator of NASA during the Obama administration, praised the selection of Mr. Isaacman. While Mr. Isaacman has close ties to SpaceX because of his two space missions, he is smart, technically knowledgeable and enthusiastic, she said.

"He also doesn't strike me as a shoot-first, aim-later person," Ms. Garver said.

On Thursday, Mr. Nelson and NASA will provide an update about the Artemis moon program during a news conference. Artemis II, an around-the-moon flight that will not land on the moon and that is scheduled for late next year, may also be delayed.

NASA has spent months studying damage to the heat shield of the Orion crew capsule during Artemis I, an uncrewed test flight that circled the moon in 2022.
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Congressional Memo


Pardon Backlash Reflects Fraught Breakup Between Democrats and Biden

The criticism of the president's pardon of his son from within his own party underscores how far gone his relationship with Democrats in Congress already was.

"I've got nothing for you on that," Senator Chuck Schumer, the majority leader, told reporters who asked about President Biden's pardon of his son. Haiyun Jiang for The New York Times



By Annie Karni
Reporting from the Capitol


Dec 04, 2024 at 07:18 PM

Senator Chuck Schumer, the typically chatty New York Democrat and majority leader, often resorts to repeating a single terse phrase when he doesn't want to answer a question.

"I'm with Joe," was his mantra for two long weeks in July as he was barraged with questions about whether President Biden needed to withdraw from the presidential race after his devastating debate performance.

Mr. Schumer took the same approach on Tuesday as he tried to avoid passing judgment on the fraught subject of Mr. Biden's full and unconditional pardon for his son Hunter.

"I've got nothing for you on that," he told reporters at a news conference, repeating the statement three times in a row.

The awkward response reflected a painful reality that has begun to set in during the waning days of Mr. Biden's term: His relationship with Democrats in Congress, which once served as the solid backbone of the party and his presidency, is badly frayed, and perhaps irreparably broken.

As Mr. Biden prepares to leave the political stage in 47 days, many of his former colleagues have been quick to criticize his decision to pardon his son, or, as in Mr. Schumer's case, they have allowed all that they are not saying to defend Mr. Biden do the talking.

Mr. Biden's relationship with Democrats in Congress, which once served as the solid backbone of the party and his presidency, is badly frayed, and perhaps irreparably broken. Haiyun Jiang for The New York Times


It is a breakup that has been years in the making, but its first visible signs emerged over the summer, when Democrats in Congress played a crucial role in forcing Mr. Biden out of the presidential race. Ever since, they have been living together in a strained marriage made all the weaker by Democrats' bitterness about losing control of Congress and Mr. Biden's own lame-duck status.

With the pardon over the weekend and the hostile response, Mr. Biden and his former colleagues have made it clear they are done with each other, a depressing end to a political marriage that once held much promise.

"The pardon is simply a resentment delivery vehicle, like dressing on lettuce," said Philippe Reines, a veteran Democratic strategist who helped prepare Vice President Kamala Harris for her sole debate against Donald J. Trump.

The reaction to Mr. Biden's fatherly act of clemency only brought out the bitterness underlying an already damaged relationship.

"On the one hand, there is an appreciation on the part of a lot of Democrats for the things he accomplished," said David Axelrod, a former top adviser to President Barack Obama. "On the other hand, there's been a lot of heartache at the end here that has disturbed a lot of people, in which he appeared to be prizing himself over the party and even the country. You're seeing that tumble out here."

The criticism of the pardon, Mr. Axelrod said, was "a free throw for people who think they can gain political advantage" from criticizing a departing, unpopular president. "But there's also genuine concern and anger about the way the last year went down."

The union started out so happily. After Mr. Biden defeated Mr. Trump four years ago, an elated Mr. Schumer said: "The long dark night in America is over and a new dawn is coming. Now, with Joe Biden as president, there is real hope in America."

During the first two years of the Biden administration, congressional Democrats lauded the major legislative achievements they made, together passing the infrastructure bill, the CHIPS Act and the first gun safety legislation in decades, and lowering the cost of prescription drugs for Medicare beneficiaries. Back then, Mr. Biden, a veteran of the Senate who would often describe the chamber as his real home, took a hands-on approach to rallying Senate Democrats around his agenda, spending hours in the Oval Office with senators from both parties.

But he hasn't visited Capitol Hill in years. Many Democratic senators have not connected with Mr. Biden for longer than that. And over the summer, as Mr. Biden tried to hang on to his teetering campaign, he participated in tense Zoom sessions with lawmakers that sometimes devolved into shouting matches when he was challenged about his ability to beat Mr. Trump.

Senators Tammy Baldwin and Jeanne Shaheen arriving at a meeting of Senate Democrats and Biden campaign officials in Washington in July. Haiyun Jiang for The New York Times


"Name me a foreign leader who thinks I'm not the most effective leader in the world on foreign policy," he said during one particularly contentious call with House Democrats.

The president tested the patience of his Democratic allies when he greeted them with a stern letter after they returned to Washington on July 8 from a holiday break and after the disastrous debate.

"The question of how to move forward has been well aired for over a week now," Mr. Biden wrote. "And it's time for it to end."

In closed-door meetings, Senate Democrats, who harbored real concern not only about Mr. Biden's ability to run but also their own prospects to hold their seats if he continued, said they were livid at being spoken to like that.

In a closed-door meeting in July with top White House and campaign aides, Senator Sheldon Whitehouse of Rhode Island said the message the president needed to understand was that the silence from a majority of Democratic senators was not to be interpreted as any sign of tacit support.

"This was respect and affection while he came to the right decision," Mr. Whitehouse said, "but it won't last forever, because they would be lying."

It didn't help that Mr. Biden had not been present in years, leading at least one Democratic senator who spoke on the condition of anonymity to assume the worst: that he was being shepherded around, reading from teleprompters at fund-raisers, simply too old to handle the job. When Mr. Biden, under immense pressure, finally agreed to step aside, Democrats in Congress briefly experienced a deep sense of relief.

They praised him as a history-making statesman.

"A Mount Rushmore kind of president of the United States," said former Speaker Nancy Pelosi, who at the time was no longer on speaking terms with Mr. Biden after suffering her own breakup of a friendship that spanned half a century.

Representative Nancy Pelosi and Mr. Biden in Washington last year. Tom Brenner for The New York Times


But then Republicans won control of the trifecta of the White House, the Senate and the House, confirming the suspicion of many Democrats that Mr. Biden had made his move far too late. That appears to have sapped much of the remaining reserve of respect and affection for him on Capitol Hill.

Senator Richard Blumenthal, Democrat of Connecticut, who worked in the Senate for decades with Mr. Biden and was close with his son Beau, said there is still much regard for the president and his legislative accomplishments. But, he conceded, "it's been a difficult couple of months. There was certainly a level of frustration toward the end of his decision not to run."

As for the pardon, Mr. Blumenthal said: "He has made a decision that is understandable, but I am not going to say I approve of this decision. It will certainly be a talking point for Donald Trump."

Senator Michael Bennet, Democrat of Colorado, accused Mr. Biden of "putting his personal interest ahead of his responsibility to the country." Democrats "have lost a ton of political high ground as a result of his decision," he added in an interview on Tuesday. "How do you go home and explain this?"

Mr. Biden's post-election reversal on the pardon, Mr. Bennet said, played directly into Mr. Trump's hands.

"One of the fundamental reasons why people elected Trump twice is even though they think he's corrupt, they think he's less corrupt than we are," Mr. Bennet said. "They think he's honest about his corruption."

Senator Laphonza Butler, Democrat of California, who is set to give her farewell address on Thursday, rejected the breakup metaphor while conceding that Mr. Biden was coming under intense criticism from his former colleagues.

"There are plenty of Democrats in this body and outside of it who have great regard for the leadership and sacrifice that President Biden has made," she said. "People can criticize without having bad blood or feeling like they married the wrong man. That should be how a part of democracy works."
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Mike Johnson's Newest Headache: The Smallest House Majority in History

The Republican speaker held on to control of the House, but will preside over an even smaller majority at a time when President-elect Donald J. Trump will need his help to achieve major agenda items.

Speaker Mike Johnson at the Capitol on Wednesday. Haiyun Jiang for The New York Times



By Catie Edmondson
Reporting from the Capitol


Dec 04, 2024 at 09:24 PM

Speaker Mike Johnson's small majority just got even smaller.

On Tuesday night, the final House race was called after Representative John Duarte of California, a freshman Republican, conceded to Adam Gray, a Democrat, cementing a 220-215 majority for Republicans in a margin even slimmer than they have now, at 220-213.

Those margins will erode even further in January, when Representatives Elise Stefanik of New York and Mike Waltz of Florida resign to take jobs in the Trump administration. Former Representative Matt Gaetz of Florida has also given notice that he will not return.

Republicans will then be down to a 217-215 majority, on par with the narrowest controlling margin in House history. If all Democrats are present and united in opposition to a measure, Mr. Johnson won't be able to afford a single defection on the House floor until those vacancies are filled later this spring. Even then, no more than three Republicans can break ranks without dooming a bill's passage.

Mr. Johnson sounded unfazed at the prospect on Wednesday, telling reporters on Capitol Hill: "We know how to work with a small majority. That's our custom."

He added: "We have nothing to spare. But all of our members know that. We talked about that today, as we do constantly -- that this is a team effort, that we've got to all row in the same direction."

What he did not mention is that much of his success in navigating a tiny majority over the last year has involved partnering with Democrats to push through must-pass legislation that his own party refused to support, an option that is unlikely to be available to him in the next Congress with President-elect Donald J. Trump in the White House.

Now, with Republicans in control of Congress and the White House, Mr. Johnson will be managing high expectations with an even thinner margin and a slew of critical deadlines next year that will require Congress to take action.

"There's lots of big priorities that we have for the people, and we'll roll it out methodically," Mr. Johnson said on "The Mike Gallagher Show," listing the extension of Trump-era tax cuts, immigration and domestic energy reform. "A lot of this will happen in the first 100 days."

He and other congressional leaders are looking to pass a short-term spending bill later this month -- paired with a measure providing disaster aid for southern states ravaged by Hurricanes Helene and Milton -- that would punt the government funding deadline to March, setting up a potentially fraught round of negotiations.

Even with total control of government, Mr. Johnson will have to balance the demands of hard-right lawmakers who have agitated for drastic spending reductions against more centrist members who generally oppose harsh cuts.

The bipartisan debt deal lawmakers negotiated with President Biden last year to suspend the $31.4 trillion debt limit expires January 2025.

And many of the sweeping tax cuts the party passed in 2017 will expire at the end of next year, meaning that without any action by Congress, taxes would go up for most Americans.

Republicans are expected to try to extend those tax cuts in a broad bill -- or bills -- using a process called budget reconciliation that sidesteps a filibuster and requires only a regular majority of 51 votes in the Senate.

Already several policy disagreements have emerged within the party, including on how they could raise revenue to pay for more tax cuts, and whether to end President Biden's clean-energy subsidies next year, like a $7,500 tax credit for purchasing an electric vehicle.

The legislation is also likely to become a magnet for other issues Republicans have pledged to act on that have historically divided their conferences in Congress, including immigration.

"If you take a look at the priorities of one end of the spectrum for the House caucus and the other end on border, there's some reconciliation -- pun intended -- that needs to be done before reconciliation," said Senator Thom Tillis, Republican of North Carolina.

With an already narrow majority and Democrats in control of the White House and Senate, Mr. Johnson has been repeatedly forced to rely on a bipartisan coalition of lawmakers in the House to pass critical legislation to keep the government funded and avert a default on the nation's debt. But with Republicans in control of all three levers of power in Washington come January, Mr. Johnson will be forced to cobble together legislation that can unite the two disparate wings of his own party, with no room for any defections.

"You'll see great cooperation, bicameral cooperation, between the two bodies," Mr. Johnson said. "And we'll deal with it with a one-seat majority, just like we will when we fill those other seats."
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Republican Lawmakers in Georgia Press Case for Fani Willis Testimony

Ms. Willis, who charged Mr. Trump in connection with his efforts to cling to power after the 2020 election, came under scrutiny over her relationship with a lawyer she hired to lead the case.

Lawyers for District Attorney Fani Willis and the Georgia legislature clashed in court on Tuesday. Kenny Holston/The New York Times
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Mr. Hakim reported from New York and Mr. Sassoon from Atlanta.


Dec 03, 2024 at 11:04 PM

Lawyers for Fani T. Willis, the Fulton County district attorney, and the Georgia legislature clashed in court on Tuesday as Republican lawmakers seek to force Ms. Willis to testify and turn over records as part of their review of her prosecution of President-elect Donald J. Trump and his allies for 2020 election interference.

Since the U.S. Justice Department dropped its two cases against Mr. Trump after his election in November, Ms. Willis has the last active prosecution of the president-elect. While Mr. Trump was convicted earlier this year of 34 felonies in a Manhattan case related to falsifying business records, the judge recently put off the sentencing and prosecutors have signaled a willingness to freeze the case for four years while Mr. Trump holds office.

Ms. Willis charged Mr. Trump and 18 of his allies in August of last year as part of a racketeering case related to his efforts to cling to power despite his 2020 election loss. The case was upended after revelations in January that Ms. Willis had a romantic relationship with the private lawyer she hired to run the case. Mr. Trump and other defendants are seeking to disqualify Ms. Willis and her entire office.

Mr. Trump is not expected to be tried on the Georgia charges while he is in office. While the Justice Department has a policy against federal prosecutions of sitting presidents, the issue has not been tested at the state level. Most legal experts believe he will ultimately be shielded from prosecution, perhaps even by the United States Supreme Court, leaving his 14 co-defendants to face trial. (Four others have pleaded guilty and agreed to cooperate.)

Mr. Trump could still face trial after he leaves the presidency.

Republican lawmakers in the State Senate have seized on the revelations about Ms. Willis's relationship and are seeking to force her to testify about it as part of their own review, even though she has already testified about it in court.

Ms. Willis is fighting to avoid that. During a hearing Tuesday, she was represented by one of Georgia's most formidable, if affable, lawyers, former Gov. Roy Barnes.

"I told somebody, Now, if the General Assembly is going to start investigating sex, they ain't going to be able to have a quorum," he said during the hearing, adding that the Senate Republicans were simply trying to "chill the prosecution of Donald Trump."

Mr. Barnes argued that both houses of the legislature, not one committee in one house, could issue a subpoena. He also argued that even if the subpoena of Ms. Willis is valid, it would expire when Georgia's legislature adjourned in late March, just as a congressional subpoena expires when Congress finishes out its term.

"This rump committee, created by one body of the General Assembly, says, wouldn't it be fun for us to just drag the district attorney down here and see what she's got on old Donald Trump," Mr. Barnes said, raising his hand in an arc and pitching his voice.

Josh Belinfante, an attorney for the special Senate committee investigating Ms. Willis, argued that a high burden of proof was required to invalidate Senate subpoenas and argued that there was a legitimate legislative purpose for a Senate committee to look into a district attorney.

"Personalities shouldn't matter -- politics shouldn't matter," he said, adding, "the General Assembly has an express authority to look at and therefore legislate over issues of district attorney's offices and their practices."

Judge Shukura L. Ingram, who is presiding over the dispute in Fulton County Superior Court, did not immediately rule. Her colleague, Judge Scott McAfee, is presiding over the elections case itself and has already rejected an effort to disqualify Ms. Willis. Mr. Trump and other defendants have appealed that decision to the state Court of Appeals.

The hearing Tuesday came as Ms. Willis's office lost a ruling in a lawsuit brought by the conservative group Judicial Watch; Ms. Willis's office was ordered to comply with a public records request for communications with the office of Jack Smith, the special counsel, and with the House committee that investigated the attack on the U.S. Capitol on Jan. 6, 2021. It's unclear how much of the material will be turned over, though, since some of the documents could still be exempt from disclosure, according to the ruling.

Georgia is one of five states that has brought criminal cases related to efforts to keep Mr. Trump in power after he lost the 2020 election, though it is the only one of those states to have charged Mr. Trump himself. The cases are likely to last through much of Mr. Trump's term in office.

During the hearing Tuesday, Mr. Barnes also lamented the endless squabbling over the 2020 election, with a nod to the South's fraught relationship with history.

"Judge, I once said that I was in high school before I knew the South had lost the Civil War," he said. "With the way that everybody talked, I thought they had won. I wonder how long we will go on with the 2020 election? Is that going to last another 150 years where everybody is complaining about something?"
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Eric Adams Proposes Tax Cut for New York City's Lowest Earners

Under indictment and facing re-election, Mr. Adams has turned his attention to the city's affordability crisis.

 Hiroko Masuike/The New York Times
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Dec 04, 2024 at 07:58 PM

Amid voter concerns over the cost of rent, food and child care, Mayor Eric Adams announced a plan on Wednesday to eliminate New York City income taxes for more than 400,000 of the lowest wage earners.

Under the proposal, which requires approval by the State Legislature, New Yorkers who earn 150 percent of the federal poverty level, or between roughly $31,000 to $46,000 depending on family size, would have their city income taxes eliminated.

Others who earn slightly more could also have their taxes reduced, bringing to 582,000 the number of people affected by the plan. Households who qualify would save an average of $350, according to city officials.

If the plan is approved, the city would forfeit roughly $63 million a year in tax revenue, but administration officials believe that other revenue such as corporate taxes or cannabis sales taxes would make up for the loss.

"How do we put money back into the pockets of New Yorkers?" Mr. Adams said at a news conference announcing the plan. "We can't bring down the cost of bread, but we can give you some bread to pay for the bills and the necessities that you have."

The announcement comes as Mr. Adams, who is under a federal corruption indictment and scheduled to go to trial in April, has focused on affordability as a major plank in his campaign for re-election. The mayor has labeled this week "affordability week" and has rolled out a series of proposals and announcements designed to make living in the city more manageable, especially for working-class New Yorkers.

A few hours after announcing his income tax proposal, the mayor broke ground on a plan to build affordable housing and a soccer stadium in Willets Point, Queens.

The City Council will also vote this week on the mayor's City of Yes zoning overhaul, designed to allow the construction of 80,000 additional homes.

It was not immediately clear how the tax plan would fare in Albany, but legislative leaders seemed open to discussion. It will be introduced by State Senator Leroy Comrie of Queens and Assemblywoman Rodneyse Bichotte Hermelyn of Brooklyn, both allies of the mayor.

Senator Liz Krueger, who chairs the body's finance committee, called the idea "more of a gimmick than a significant tax policy reform." She was unsure how other Senate colleagues would respond to the idea but said "if the City Council asks us to do this, along with the mayor, there is probably not a big 'hold on here' from us."

Mr. Adams faces several challengers in the   June primary, and many of his rivals have criticized his administration's efforts at managing the city's $112 billion budget and improving affordability.

Zellnor Myrie, a state senator from Brooklyn who officially launched his mayoral campaign Tuesday with a plan to build and preserve one million housing units in a decade, said that "every dollar helps" but that the mayor wasn't doing enough to bring down the cost of housing.

"New York's cost of living will keep rising until we put forward solutions as big as the challenges we face," Mr. Myrie said.

Brad Lander, the city comptroller who is also running for mayor, called the proposal a "good idea" but said Mr. Adams was failing to deliver for struggling New Yorkers "on things he actually has control over" such as early childhood education, library funding and delivering financial assistance in a timely fashion.

But the plan's fate lies in Albany, where Democrats hold large majorities in the State Assembly and Senate. They are also eager to tackle problems relating to affordability. But some have expressed reluctance to work with Mr. Adams, whom they had viewed as disengaged on the issue and mostly concerned with maintaining his own political career.

Even on Tuesday, some dissension was evident. A spokeswoman for Mr. Adams said that his office had notified leaders of the Assembly and the State Senate of his plan, but legislative leaders said they had not been briefed.

Still, Mike Murphy, a spokesman for the Senate Democrats, said in a written statement that "affordability has always been a major component of our agenda."

"We look forward to working with our partners in Albany to continue addressing the affordability crisis affecting everyday New Yorkers across New York State," Mr. Murphy added.

Mike Whyland, a spokesman for Assembly Speaker Carl E. Heastie, called the proposal "promising" and part of a larger affordability agenda under discussion with Gov. Kathy Hochul.

Ms. Hochul was "supportive" of efforts to lower the personal income tax and praised the mayor for "continuing to focus on affordability," said her spokesman, Avi Small.

Senator Michael Gianaris, the deputy majority leader, said that the Senate would always consider ideas from Mr. Adams and that the city's upcoming mayoral election would not factor into how senators dealt with the proposal. Addressing affordability is a priority for elected officials from across the state, he added.

"But there are a lot of ideas about how to do that," Mr. Gianaris said. "We will have a robust discussion with our colleagues to figure out the best way forward."
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1 Dead and Over 70 Displaced After Senior Center Fire

More than 95 firefighters responded on Tuesday night to a four-alarm fire at a senior housing facility in Edison, N.J., according to officials.

The Inman Grove Senior Citizen Residence at Menlo Manor in Edison, N.J., was evacuated after a fire broke out, officials said. Bryan Anselm for The New York Times
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A fire Tuesday night at a senior center in Edison, N.J., left a 101-year-old man dead and more than 70 displaced during the holiday season, according to local officials.

More than 95 firefighters responded to the four-alarm blaze at the center, the Inman Grove Senior Citizen Residence at Menlo Manor, shortly after 6 p.m., officials said. Emergency responders encountered heavy smoke on the second floor of the building.

The 101-year-old man and his 99-year-old wife were in the apartment where the fire started, Tom Bryan, the Edison police chief, said. They both experienced cardiac arrest and were resuscitated, but the man died on Wednesday after being placed on a ventilator, Chief Bryan said. The woman suffered burns and smoke inhalation and was intubated. She was in stable condition on Wednesday, according to the police.

The senior center was evacuated during the fire and the displaced residents were offered local hotel rooms, officials said.

"We are working through each individual senior's needs and will make sure every senior is attended to," the mayor of Edison, Sam Joshi, wrote in a Facebook post on Tuesday.

Officials from Edison and Middlesex Counties were investigating the fire, which was not considered to be suspicious. Smoke and water damage will keep residents of the affected units from returning for at least two weeks, officials said.

"Our thoughts are with those affected by this tragedy," Mr. Joshi wrote in a statement. He also thanked the emergency responders.

Multiple residents of the center were taken to local hospitals for evaluation, Chief Bryan said, including eight who were later released.

The scene at the senior center on Wednesday showed the aftermath of the fire.

Charring on the outside of the building's C wing rose up from a busted-out second-floor window, through which a burned bed frame could be seen, its mattress long gone.

The building's apartments were framed by small balconies filled with lawn chairs, potted plants and holiday decorations. It was from these balconies that residents had cried for help, Andrew Toth, the Edison fire chief, said.

"Firefighters and cops were carrying people over their shoulders who are 100 years old," he said, adding, "There are a lot of old people here, and they have limited mobility."

Fifty-five apartments and 240 people were affected by the fire, with 76 evacuated to a nearby hotel, officials said. Residents and relatives expressed shock and dismay after the fire, especially given that it had occurred during the holiday season.

"It's horrible," said Jonathan Chow, 60, a banker whose mother, Aiong, 90, had lived in the C wing for 10 years. "She's devastated. All of her friends are here. It's a nice quiet place, and some of these people couldn't even get their shoes on before they had to run."

Yolanda Rojas, 74, returned on Wednesday to the apartment she had lived in for four years to survey the damage. She said she had gone back to get her medicine.

"This is no good," Ms. Rojas said, holding a Red Cross blanket. "I'm so nervous. It's very upsetting."
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They Were the Last of Their Kind, in Captivity. Can 5 Survive the Wild?

Researchers are trying a new strategy to reintroduce Hawaiian crows, which have been extinct in the wild for two decades.

Only about 110 `alala, or Hawaiian crows, remain on Earth. Jack Jeffrey, via Photo Resource Hawaii/Alamy
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Dec 04, 2024 at 06:30 PM

When the aviary door swung open, offering the five young birds their first taste of freedom, they took note but stayed put at first, watchful.

The glossy black birds are among only about 110 `alala, or Hawaiian crows, left on the planet. Their species has been extinct in the wild for two decades, and previous efforts to reintroduce them have yielded only lessons. In November, a group of nonprofit, state and federal partners tried again, but with a twist: Instead of returning the crows to their native range, the forests of the Big Island, the team released them on Maui.

There, the thinking goes, they'll be safe from hawks, which killed a number of crows during earlier reintroduction efforts on the Big Island. If the crows can thrive on Maui, scientists and wildlife officials say, it will be a major step toward one day restoring them to their home island.

"They are shouldering all of the hopes of their species," said Alison Greggor, an ecologist who helped lead the reintroduction for the San Diego Zoo Wildlife Alliance. "They are the future."

The failure of earlier releases wasn't for lack of effort. In the late 2010s, trying to instill a fear of hawks in the captive-raised birds, keepers played hawk sounds and moved a taxidermied hawk over the aviary while playing crow alarm calls. They placed a live hawk outside the enclosure with a dead crow skin under its feet.

Of 30 `alala released between 2016 and 2019, many survived for more than a year. But over time they dwindled, and in 2020 the last five survivors were brought back into human care. Hawks are believed to have killed about seven, so they weren't the only danger. But they were a factor that could be controlled by shifting to Maui.

A federal assessment found the introduction would not have any significant environmental effects on Maui. Still, introducing species to new places has sometimes come with disastrous ecological consequences. Hawaii's native birds, for instance, have been devastated not only by rats but also by mongooses that were introduced in the 1880s in a failed effort to control the rats. Introduced deer and sheep have degraded the state's forests.

However, according to research cited in the environmental assessment, Hawaiian crows or a "very closely related species" once lived on Maui. That suggests that other plants and animals in the ecosystem could be somewhat adapted to the presence of the birds.

"There is always risk," said Anibal Pauchard, an ecology professor at the University of Concepcion in Chile who helped lead an intergovernmental report on invasive species. But Dr. Pauchard, who was not involved with the `alala effort, said the environmental assessment appeared thorough and noted that moving a species between two neighboring islands was far less dangerous than a relocation further afield.

"I think this is a desperate situation, and they are doing the right thing," Dr. Pauchard said, emphasizing that careful monitoring would be critical.

As climate change upends ecosystems, the debate over such animal relocations is likely to increase.

Hawaiian crows are intelligent birds known to use sticks as tools to dig insects out of holes. They are of great cultural importance, and once helped maintain native forests by dispersing seeds. But throughout the 20th century, their numbers declined. Commercial logging, deforestation for pasture, introduced predators and disease devastated the species. A Hawaiian crow was last seen in the wild in 2002.

The November release, announced on Wednesday, was the first in five years. The birds will get supplemental feeding for at least the first several months. Given the absence of hawks on Maui, the birds weren't exposed to that version of anti-predator training. But the team tried something similar with cats and barn owls.

"We did have a live cat on hand and tried to get it to stalk right next to the aviary," Dr. Greggor said, but the crows were intimidating. "I think the cat was pretty scared."

When it was time to move the birds to the release site, Hawaiian cultural practitioners offered a blessing. The crows spent six weeks acclimating in a new aviary. Each got a tracking device. Then, one morning in early November, researchers opened the door.

After a moment, a few of the birds approached tentatively. Then, one particularly gregarious female hopped out.

"She started perching on top of the aviary, the others were clinging to the wall, looking up at her like, 'Hey, what are you doing out there?'" said Martin Frye, a research supervisor for the Maui Forest Bird Recovery Project. "It wasn't long before they also figured out, 'Oh, I can go out there, too.'"

Soon, the birds had flown high into surrounding trees.

The team watched as they started calling to one other and ripping up bark to get at the insects underneath.

"It was so cool to get to see them do those natural foraging behaviors right away, because these birds have been under human care their whole lives," said Tess Hebebrand, an aviculture specialist with the project. "They've never been out in the forest."
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Brian Thompson Was a Veteran Executive at UnitedHealthcare

Mr. Thompson managed a division that employs about 140,000 people and offers insurance plans to employers and individuals.

Brian Thompson was promoted to chief executive of UnitedHealthcare in 2021, heading a unit of the larger UnitedHealth Group. United Health Group
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Brian Thompson spent more than 20 years climbing through the ranks at UnitedHealthcare, one of the nation's largest health insurers and a main division of the conglomerate UnitedHealth Group, and there were no signs that his ascent was slowing.

He had been chief executive of the insurance division since 2021, overseeing a period of substantial profits. The division reported $281 billion in revenues last year, providing coverage to millions of Americans through the health plans it sold to individuals, employers and people under government programs like Medicare. The division employed roughly 140,000 people.

Mr. Thompson's killing on Wednesday outside a midtown Manhattan hotel as he was walking toward the UnitedHealth Group's annual investor day sent shock waves through the nation's vast health care sector. The fatal shooting elicited an outpouring of sympathy from rival insurers, executives, health care providers and others.

During Mr. Thompson's tenure as chief executive of UnitedHealthcare, the company's profits rose, with earnings from operations topping $16 billion in 2023 from $12 billion in 2021. Mr. Thompson received a total compensation package last year of $10.2 million, a combination of $1 million in base pay and cash and stock grants.

He oversaw significant growth in one of the company's key businesses, the sale of private insurance plans under Medicare Advantage, a program mainly for those 65 and older that receives federal funds and now covers roughly half of the 61 million people signing up.

"He sure as heck had a lot of role in the proliferation of Medicare Advantage," said Matt Burns, a former United executive who spent several years working for Mr. Thompson, whom colleagues knew as BT.

Mr. Thompson grew up in Jewell, Iowa, where his father, the late Dennis Thompson, worked for decades as a grain elevator operator.  From a modest background, Mr. Thompson had achieved executive status but remained open and approachable, Mr. Burns said. When asked to develop a long-term plan for the company, he solicited input from top executives and then synthesized their views. "That speaks to how inherently sharp he was and how well he knew the business," Mr. Burns said.

Steve Nelson, the president of Aetna and a former chief executive at UnitedHealthcare, worked with Mr. Thompson for close to a decade. "He actually was the smartest guy in the room, without being annoying," Mr. Nelson said of his former colleague, who described his self-deprecating sense of humor. "He would make fun of himself a lot," Mr. Nelson said, who said Mr. Thompson was an amateur wrestler who liked to challenge colleagues to arm wrestling.

He was also well-regarded by Wall Street analysts, where he was known for his reassuring descriptions of the company's outlook.

On a recent call with Wall Street analysts and investors to discuss the company's financial results, Mr. Thompson provided a confident voice when questioned. When asked about the employer segment, he told one analyst, "I feel really good about not only our performance, but our cost management inside our commercial business."

Mr. Thompson had presided over the division as it faced multiple inquiries and has been criticized by congressional lawmakers and federal regulators who accused it of systematically denying authorization for health care procedures and treatments.

The insurance arm of UnitedHealth Group has also been under federal scrutiny because the parent company was the victim of a broad cyberattack on its billing and payment system, Change Healthcare. Private information, including health data, from more than 100 million Americans was compromised in the ransomware attack. The parent company paid $22 million in ransom in an effort to stop the hackers.

UnitedHealth Group has a sprawling dominance over nearly every segment of health care, and it is one of the nation's largest companies overall, with $372 billion in revenue last year. But its massive size and scope have attracted the attention of the Justice Department, which is looking into whether the company has engaged in any anti-competitive behavior. The company's proposed acquisition of a major home care company recently resulted in a lawsuit filed by the Justice Department and four state attorneys general seeking to block the deal.

In addition, Bloomberg News reported that several of UnitedHealth Group's executives sold stock. According to regulatory filings, Mr. Thompson owned about $20 million of shares in the parent company as of late September. In April, Bloomberg reported that he was one of at least four executives at the company who had sold shares before the Justice Department antitrust investigation was disclosed to the company's investors -- about $15 million worth in Mr. Thompson's case. The company told Bloomberg at the time that the sales had been approved.

After Mr. Thompson joined UnitedHealth Group in 2004, he rose steadily, taking on various finance roles and eventually overseeing the company's government plans offered to people who qualify for Medicare or Medicaid, the state-federal program for the poor. United's management of those plans has also been scrutinized by the federal government.

Those who worked with him during that time said he was responsive to concerns about how to serve the individuals in those programs. "Every interaction with him felt extremely genuine," said Antonio Ciaccia, a consultant who discussed using pharmacists to help provide better care for people receiving Medicaid. "He was a very good listener."

Before he went to work at United, Mr. Thompson spent nearly seven years at PricewaterhouseCoopers, also known as PwC, the large accounting firm. He graduated from the University of Iowa with a bachelor's degree in business administration with an accounting major in May 1997. 

A number of the insurer's rivals and analysts said they were shocked by the news of his killing, and praised his management style.

"It's a very dark day for all of health care," said Michael Ha, an analyst at Baird who was at the investor conference on Wednesday. "He was so smart, talented leader, very well-respected, with such a bright future as a health care leader."

Gail Boudreaux, the chief executive of Elevance Health, said that overseeing health care organizations "is marked by dedication, compassion and a profound commitment to improving lives, and Brian embodied these qualities and more.''

"I knew him to be a visionary leader who developed innovative ideas to take on some of the nation's greatest challenges," said Kim Keck, the chief executive of the Blue Cross Blue Shield Association, which represents Blue Cross plans. "His death is a great loss for our country and for the health care industry."

Mr. Nelson of Aetna said he would not speculate about any motive for Mr. Thompson's murder, but he noted that insurance executives are sometimes the target of people's frustrations with the health care system.

"I'm not going to say that it comes with the territory, because that's ridiculous," he said. "Nobody should ever feel their life is threatened for doing their job."

In a video sent to UnitedHealth employees, Andrew Witty, the parent company's chief executive, said: "Brian was a truly extraordinary person who touched the lives of countless people throughout our organization and far beyond. It's a terrible tragedy." The Wall Street Journal earlier reported the video message.

In a statement issued on Wednesday, the company said it was working closely with the New York Police Department. "Our hearts go out to Brian's family and all who were close to him," the company said.

Mr. Thompson lived with his family in a suburb of Minneapolis. He is survived by his wife, Paulette R. Thompson, a physical therapist who works for a Minnesota health system, and two children.

Joe Rennison, Stefanos Chen, Julie Creswell and Matthew Goldstein contributed reporting.
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Mary McGee, Motorcycle Racing Pioneer, Is Dead at 87

Her most remarkable achievement came in 1975, when she became the first person, man or woman, to complete the Baja 500 race solo.

Video: 



By Alex Traub



Dec 04, 2024 at 08:01 PM

Mary McGee, a risk-loving motorcycle rider who was often the only woman on the tracks she raced on -- and certainly the only one wearing a pink polka-dot helmet -- died on Nov. 27 at her home in Gardnerville, Nev. She was 87.

Her family announced the death on social media. Their statement did not specify a cause, but The Associated Press reported it as complications of a stroke.

McGee died the day before ESPN released "Motorcycle Mary," a 22-minute biographical documentary, on its YouTube channel. The movie chronicles McGee's years as one of the few female racecar drivers and the sole woman in motorcycle racing.

The main talking head is McGee herself. She wears clear spectacles and a cozy purple turtleneck, and her deeply lined face frequently breaks out in a toothy smile. Yet she reveals herself to be motivated by a zest for confronting danger and a fiery self-respect.

Her most remarkable achievement in racing came in 1975, when she became the first person, man or woman, to complete the Baja 500 race solo since the race had been founded in 1969.

The Baja races -- there is also a Baja 1000 -- cover hundreds of miles off-road in the Baja California Peninsula of Mexico. As the temperature surpasses 100 degrees, contestants have to crisscross rocks, bramble, brush, ruts, mountain slopes and desert canyons. Riders are allowed to bring teammates and use sturdy vehicles like pickup trucks.

McGee in a scene from the ESPN documentary "Motorcycle Mary," which was released the day after McGee died. Breakwater Studios, via Associated Press


McGee at the Baja 500 race in 1975. Out of 365 riders or teams, she came in 17th, making her the first person since the Baja 500 began in 1969 to complete it without a partner. via Breakwater Studios/McGee Family


McGee went out by herself in a Swedish motorcycle. Her right shock blew out. Her rear wheel lost practically all its spokes. She destroyed her sprockets. She was pitched into a cactus.

"But if I'm starting a race," she said in the ESPN documentary, "I'm going to finish."

Out of 365 riders or teams to start the race, McGee came in 17th, becoming the first person  to complete it without a partner.

McGee attributed her racing achievements partly to her intense focus.

"Stay calm," she would say to herself. "Twist the throttle."

Mary Bernice Connor was born on Dec. 12, 1936, in Juneau, Alaska. Her father left the family shortly after her birth. Her mother was a nurse who was required to stay in Juneau during World War II because Alaska was considered the possible site of a Japanese invasion. Mary and her older brother, Jim, were sent away to live with their grandparents in Harpers Ferry, a small town in northeastern Iowa.

Her brother taught her to take a deep breath anytime she felt nervous. "I learned not to worry," she recalled in the movie.

After the war, the family moved to Phoenix, where Mary graduated from high school in 1954. Jim had begun racing cars, and she became a frequent spectator.

"You want to drive?" he asked one day.

She thought about it.

"I wanted to wet my pants, I was so scared," she recalled in the documentary. Still, she took his car around the track.

"After that," she continued, "my motto was: Always say yes if someone asks you to go somewhere or do something."

McGee in 1961. She started racing after her brother invited her to take his racecar for a spin around the track. via Breakwater Studios/McGee Family


Her brother also gave her a tip for achieving full concentration. In the final moments at the starting line, he said, clear your mind of everything except the green flag that signals drivers to go.

In 1956, she married Don McGee, a mechanic, who also encouraged her to race. In 1960, she began shifting into motorcycle racing.

In 1961, The Arizona Daily Star labeled her "the No. 1 ranked woman sports car driver" and commented, "Mary has raced in numerous events throughout the nation and is also the only woman to successfully compete against men in road course motorcycle races."

At a New Year's Eve party in the early 1960s, the actor and motor racer Steve McQueen mocked McGee's road bike and said she had to come out to the desert. She started going trail riding with friends of his.

"In road racing I never got really tired, but out on a damned dirt bike I was worn out," she later told the website NV Racing News. "That's how I started in the dirt."

"In road racing I never got really tired, but out on a damned dirt bike I was worn out," McGee told the website NV Racing News. "That's how I started in the dirt." via Breakwater Studios/McGee Family


In 1964, her brother was killed in a car crash while racing. Not long after that, McGee got hit head-on by a car on the highway. While being treated in the hospital, she found out she was pregnant. She later gave birth to a baby boy though it took her a year to recover from her injuries.

"Did that deter me from racing? No," she said in the documentary. "Jim would have wanted me to fight back."

In addition to her pink helmet, she became known for taking her husband and son along with her to races.

A widely syndicated news article in 1976 suggested that McGee's story would not seem credible to television viewers: "Is the nation really ready for a sitcom about a six-foot-tall, 38-year-old mother who races motorcycles and pickup trucks over the worst terrain in the world?"

At the Baja 500, an "iron man" trophy was, McGee thought, supposed to go to the first solo finisher. But after the race, the authorities decided it should go to the first solo car driver -- a man who finished after McGee.

"There wasn't any notoriety about me doing it, because I'm a woman," she said in "Motorcycle Mary." The achievement went unrecognized for decades.

Video: 

Breakwater Studios / Chris Sunderland

After McGee and her husband divorced in the mid-1970s, she became a sales manager for Motorcyclist magazine. In later years, she competed in women's over-60 and over-70 races.

"Motorcycle Mary" premiered at the 2024 Tribeca Film Festival in June. It was directed by Haley Watson and produced by both Lewis Hamilton, a much laureled Formula 1 driver, and Ben Proudfoot, an Oscar-winning documentarian.

Complete information about McGee's survivors was not immediately available.

Before McGee died, hundreds of motorcyclists at Babes in the Dirt, an annual women's dirt-bike camping event, watched an outdoor screening of "Motorcycle Mary" in screaming, tearful ecstasy, according to a firsthand account by Alyssa Roenigk published by ESPN.

When it was over, the women revved their engines into the night sky.

"We love you, Mary!" one shouted. "We are you!" said another. Another woman in the crowd even went further: "I would blow up my engine for you, Mary!"
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Morton I. Abramowitz, Diplomat Who Made Refugees a Priority, Dies at 91

As ambassador to Thailand and Turkey, and later as president of the Carnegie Endowment, he pushed for making human rights central to foreign policy.

Morton I. Abramowitz in 1979 with refugees from Cambodia at a refugee camp in Thailand. He persuaded Thailand to take in many refugees while he was the U.S. ambassador there. via Abramowitz family



By Clay Risen



Dec 03, 2024 at 10:36 PM

Morton I. Abramowitz, a longtime U.S. diplomat who made refugee and humanitarian concerns a focal point of American foreign policy during his tenure, died on Friday at his home in Washington. He was 91.

His son, Michael, confirmed the death.

Blessed with an impatient implacability rarely found among diplomats, Mr. Abramowitz repeatedly broke with the foreign policy establishment, both as a career Foreign Service officer and later as the president of the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace.

His first chance to assert himself came in 1978, when President Jimmy Carter named him ambassador to Thailand.

It was a fraught moment in Southeast Asia: The region was still coping with the fallout from the Vietnam War, while the genocide in Cambodia -- and that country's invasion by Vietnam in 1978 -- sent some one million refugees fleeing to the Thai border.

Mr. Abramowitz, sensing an impending famine, leaped into the fray, sending embassy staff to the border to monitor conditions and creating a group to coordinate relief efforts. He persuaded Thailand to take most of the refugees, but he also won a commitment from Washington for the U.S. to take some as well.

"He was this extraordinarily dynamic force who came across as much as an ambassador for the refugees as for the United States," Mark Malloch-Brown, a British diplomat who was working in Thailand for the United Nations at the time, said in an interview.

In 1991, while serving as ambassador to Turkey, Mr. Abramowitz persuaded President Turgut Ozal to let the United States use air bases in his country in its war against Iraq. Then, when a wave of Kurdish refugees flowed north to escape the wrath of Saddam Hussein, he persuaded President George H.W. Bush to protect them with a no-fly zone.

Mr. Abramowitz was sworn in as the U.S. ambassador to Thailand by Vice President Walter Mondale in 1978.  Mark Wilson/Associated Press


Mr. Abramowitz left government that same year to become the president of the Carnegie Endowment. It was already a premier think tank, and under his leadership it became a locus for conversations about the post-Cold War world and America's role in it.

"Mort made Carnegie the go-to place for world leaders who had any agenda in Washington," Samantha Power, who worked there after college and is now the head of the U.S. Agency for International Development, said in an interview.

He also used the endowment as a platform to criticize the United States in its early handling of the Balkan wars.

"When confronted with the complexities of the war in Bosnia and brazen Serbian violence, the U.S. has simply retreated," he and the conservative diplomat Jeane Kirkpatrick wrote in The New York Times in 1994. "It pursues negotiations at any price rather than creating the conditions for a workable peace agreement."

The crisis in the Balkans led to yet another innovation: With Mr. Malloch-Brown, and with support from the financier George Soros, Mr. Abramowitz created the International Crisis Group, which monitors emergent hot spots around the world and advises governments on how to respond.

"If his career had a through line," Ms. Power said, "I think it was that the human consequences of what we do and what we don't do in government matter."

Morton Isaac Abramowitz was born on Jan. 20, 1933, in Lakewood Township, N.J., near the Jersey Shore. His parents were Jewish immigrants from what is today Lithuania; his father, Mendel, was a shohet, a person who slaughters animals according to Jewish law, and his mother, Dora (Smith) Abramowitz, managed the home.

He sped through Stanford University in three years, majoring in history and economics and graduating in 1953. He later pursued a doctorate in East Asian affairs at Harvard, receiving a master's degree in 1955. But he left with his dissertation incomplete, deciding that academia was not for him.

After working for the Department of Labor and serving a year in the Army, he went to Taiwan in 1960 with the International Cooperation Administration, the forerunner to the U.S. Agency for International Development.

He remained in Taiwan after joining the Foreign Service, then moved to Hong Kong before returning to Washington in 1966. There he held a series of increasingly senior positions at the State Department and the Department of Defense before President Carter named him ambassador to Thailand.

He was half of a humanitarian power couple: His wife, Sheppie, whom he married in 1959, was a highly regarded advocate for refugees at the International Rescue Committee.

Mrs. Abramowitz died in April. Along with their son, he is survived by their daughter, Rachel Abramowitz, and three grandchildren.

Mr. Abramowitz in about 1990 with his wife, Sheppie, a highly regarded advocate for refugees at the International Rescue Committee. via Abramowitz family


Mr. Abramowitz was assiduously nonpartisan; he served with distinction in Republican and Democratic administrations. Nevertheless, his career hit a speed bump in 1981 when critics of his refugee work within the Reagan White House sabotaged his nomination as ambassador to Indonesia.

An anonymous report on his record, circulated around the State Department, said that his "political philosophy is akin to McGovern, Muskie and Mondale" -- i.e., very liberal -- and that he had supported President Carter's drawdown of troops from South Korea.

In fact he had adamantly opposed the drawdown, but it was too late. The paper got to the Indonesians, who in a rare break with diplomatic protocol refused to accept him as ambassador.

It was only a temporary setback, though: In 1985 he took over the State Department's Bureau of Intelligence and Research, a post he used to dive into American support for the mujahedeen in Afghanistan, who were fighting the Soviet invasion.

Mr. Abramowitz traveled to Pakistan to meet with President Muhammad Zia ul-Haq, who told him that the mujahedeen desperately needed Stinger antiaircraft missiles to counter the Soviets' deadly helicopter gunships. He secured the missiles from the U.S., going against the C.I.A. and the U.S. Embassy in Pakistan, who thought it would antagonize the Soviets.

The move was as much about taking down helicopters as it was about swaying the relatively new, moderate Soviet leader, Mikhail S. Gorbachev, to consider withdrawing from Afghanistan, which he finally did in 1989.

As Mr. Abramowitz told Political Science Quarterly in 1999, "If it had been another Stalin, you might have thought about it differently."
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Quote of the Day: Jolted by War, Ukrainians Are Reclaiming Their Literary Heritage

Dec 05, 2024 at 04:59 AM

"If they were alive today, what kind of culture would we have? How different we would be? It chills me to the bone."

Nataliia Kovalchuk, as Ukraine, during its war with Russia, reclaims the legacy of a generation of writers who were killed by Stalin in the 1930s. Page A4.
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Corrections that appeared in print on Thursday, Dec. 5, 2024.

Dec 05, 2024 at 02:30 AM

FRONT PAGE

An article on Wednesday about the erosion of the post-Watergate norm that criminal investigations should remain largely outside the reach of political leaders misstated the surname of a former Justice Department official who is now a law professor at the University of Maryland. He is Michael Greenberger, not Greenberg.

BUSINESS

An article on Wednesday about artificial intelligence chips, a field that has long been dominated by Nvidia, misstated the A.I. start-up Poolside's location. It is San Francisco, not Paris.

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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FIFA Secures $1 Billion Broadcast Deal for Its Club World Cup

An agreement with the London-based streaming company DAZN came just a day before the draw for the inaugural event and after other networks balked at FIFA's demands.

DAZN is paying close to $1 billion to broadcast the inaugural Club World Cup, a soccer tournament featuring 32 men's teams gathered from leagues across the globe. Denis Charlet/Agence France-Presse -- Getty Images



By Tariq Panja



Dec 04, 2024 at 05:47 PM

With time running out, and most broadcasters running away, FIFA said on Wednesday that it had finally managed to secure a broadcast partner for its inaugural 32-team Club World Cup in the United States next year.

The announcement of a global deal with the London-based streaming company DAZN came just a day before FIFA's president, Gianni Infantino, who has championed the event, was set to preside over the draw for the monthlong tournament.

While financial details of the agreement have not been announced publicly, DAZN is paying close to $1 billion, according to two people familiar with the deal who spoke on the condition of anonymity because they were not authorized to discuss financial matters. DAZN has also secured an option for future rights for the event. In recent weeks, FIFA told teams and other officials that it expected to raise $800 million in television rights fees, part of the roughly $2 billion it expected the event to generate, a figure most market professionals said was unrealistic.

FIFA initially tried to secure a $1 billion global deal with Apple before the technology company walked away, believing FIFA's demands, which had already halved in value from Mr. Infantino's earlier estimates, were too high.

DAZN, a sports media company owned by the Ukraine-born and Russia-raised British billionaire Len Blavatnik, has been growing its footprint in soccer. The company has secured prime rights for major leagues and competitions across Europe and beyond, though it has hemorrhaged considerable amounts of cash along the way. Mr. Blavatnik has invested more than $5 billion since starting DAZN in 2016, and has counted losses in the billions of dollars since then.

The company has cycled through business strategies and chief executive officers. Most recently, it teamed up with Saudi Arabia as the kingdom emerged as one of the biggest investors in global sports. DAZN has become the go-to destination for Saudi sports properties including tennis, boxing and domestic soccer, raising speculation that the partnership may soon lead to direct Saudi investment in DAZN as the kingdom looks to build a sports network of its own. FIFA will award the 2034 men's World Cup to Saudi Arabia next week.

"This groundbreaking deal with FIFA is a major milestone in DAZN's journey to be the ultimate entertainment platform of choice for sports fans everywhere," Shay Segev, the company's chief executive officer, said.

DAZN and FIFA said that games from the Club World Cup would be broadcast for free and that the rights might be sublicensed to broadcasters around the world. The agreement highlights FIFA's need to raise not only money but also interest for an event that has never been played before.

"Through this broadcasting agreement, billions of soccer fans worldwide can now watch what will be the most widely accessible club soccer tournament ever -- and for free," Mr. Infantino said in a statement jointly released with DAZN.

The FIFA president wants the quadrennial tournament to become one of sports' most-watched events, perhaps even one day matching the popularity of the men's World Cup, which is contested by nations rather than professional teams -- though they feature many of the same top players. To do that, he has managed to secure the presence of 12 European teams for the event, which he has touted as the most meritocratic tournament in soccer. (Despite that claim, FIFA did find a place for Lionel Messi's Inter Miami squad, which was eliminated from the Major League Soccer playoffs in the opening round.) To get those big names -- including Real Madrid, Inter Milan and Bayern Munich -- Mr. Infantino will have to come up with prize money that will ensure that the teams take the event seriously, meaning the cost of staging it could pass $1 billion.

European clubs, home to most of the world's best talent, have held several meetings with FIFA in the past year but have received little clarity over the prize money. For Mr. Infantino, the tournament offers a chance to shift soccer's financial and audience centers away from Europe. He believes the event might one day allow clubs from other regions to share some of the spoils and interest in the sport and deliver on his vision to make soccer "truly global."

The path to getting the tournament off the ground has been bumpy. Efforts to quickly and quietly sell it to a Japanese conglomerate, backed with Persian Gulf money, failed in 2018. Then a plan to host the first edition of the event in China in 2021 was upended by the Covid-19 pandemic.

Host cities and stadiums were announced only recently, along with the first sponsors. But it was the media rights sale that garnered the most negative headlines, with the failure to secure an agreement with Apple leading to a truncated and last-minute tender process in which major broadcasters in Europe either failed to bid or made lowball offers. Fox, a longstanding FIFA partner and a broadcaster for the 2026 World Cup in North America, is said to have bid just $10 million for the rights.

FIFA's former chief commercial officer, Simon Thomas, told The New York Times last week that FIFA would "need to get creative" to meet its financial goals.

It remains unclear if the deal with DAZN, which has also secured rights to FIFA's archive and digital platform, will allow it to do so.
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'Let's Make a Dance.' At Nature Theater, the Body Rules.

In "No President," Nature Theater of Oklahoma creates its version of a story ballet, one burpee at a time.

Pavol Liska and Kelly Copper, the directors of Nature Theater of Oklahoma, whose show, "No President," will have its North American premiere at NYU Skirball. Ye Fan for The New York Times



By Gia Kourlas



Dec 04, 2024 at 10:02 AM

It started with a dance. For Nature Theater of Oklahoma, that's not unusual. Pavol Liska, who directs the company with his wife, Kelly Copper, said, "Dance becomes a kind of cell that contains the full DNA of everything."

In "No President," set mainly to Tchaikovsky's "The Nutcracker," the dance that Liska and Copper made is not performed in its entirety until the very end. It's a distillation of the movement and gestural material seen throughout the work, its "vocabulary," Liska said. "You steal from the dance."

There is no Land of the Sweets or Sugarplum Fairy in "No President," which has its North American premiere at NYU Skirball on Thursday and runs through Saturday. But the show, subtitled "a story ballet of enlightenment in two immoral acts," is choreographed -- humorously, violently, roughly, tenderly -- within an inch of its life. For Nature Theater, a capacious, playful experimental theater company in New York City that is known for its risk and rigor, dance serves a distinct purpose.

"I'm always nervous," Liska said. "I'm always anxious, and the best way for me to just relax myself into the process is to make a dance. Even if we teach a class, the first thing I say is, 'OK, let's make a dance.'"

Copper said, "Dance is like a way of insisting that the heart of the thing will be a kind of pleasure, because it is a pleasure for us to work in dance. It's the most fun we have."

A scene from "No President": "Dance becomes a kind of cell that contains the full DNA of everything," Liska said. Heinrich Brinkmoller-Becker


In "No President," Mikey (Ilan Bachrach) and Georgie (Bence Mezei) are part of a security company of former actors hired to guard a valuable theater curtain as well as the mystery of what lies behind it. They're friends until they both fall in love with their supervisor, who is married to the company's boss.

A rival security company made up of former ballet dancers invades the scene. The plot includes sexual objectification and cannibalism, demons and a president who "gives everyone a cool nickname," the narrator says, and is "surrounded exclusively by acquiescent acolytes and fawning sycophants."

As for the dance itself? It comes to complete, rapturous life when Mikey and Georgie, dressed in romantic knee-length tutus and leopard-print leotards, find their way back to each other in a performance that allows them to, as the script says, "dance back into their common dream."

A blend of ballet and workout drills -- a tour jete here, an elbow-to-knee crunch there -- the dance is silly yet sweet. And though the dancers seem to be executing a series of isolated actions, they make them as sustained as a string of lights on a Christmas tree.

The idea for "No President" came out of an invitation from the Museum of Modern Art to participate in its 2018 exhibition about Judson Dance Theater, the 1960s experimental collective. Liska and Copper wanted to work with MoMA's security guards -- Liska had worked as one at the Metropolitan Museum of Art -- and to look closely at the relationship between museums and dance.

They were disappointed, Liska said, "with all the dance and theater that had been co-opted by the gallery spaces and the museums, and how they didn't know what to do with it. And how it was just really trash."

It didn't work out with MoMA, and attempts to partner with other American arts organizations fizzled too. Eventually, Stefanie Carp, who led the Ruhrtriennale festival in Germany at that time, offered to fund it. "It's so hard to work in New York sometimes," Copper said. "So we ended up in the middle of Germany."

But before they left New York, they started working on ideas in their apartment. They were out of shape, they realized, and so were their actors. "Ilan would just sweat so much all over the floor, we had to buy a carpet," Copper said. "So we started looking at ways we could get into shape. And that's when that calisthenics came in. So there's a lot of jogging and there's a lot of burpees and a lot of push-ups."

They also spent time watching videos of predatory animal behavior, but their process is more physical than cerebral. "We don't sit around and talk a lot," Liska said. "We're always trying to solve a practical problem."

Copper said, "So the problems were we were too fat and out of shape to do this."

There are trained and untrained dancers in the cast, which creates a balance, or a tension, between skill and weakness. During the flight to Germany, Copper said, Bachrach sat next to a woman who asked him why he was traveling there. "He was like, 'Well, I'm a ballerina.'"

"Good for him," Copper continued. "He's a ballerina now. So it's sometimes about also claiming things that we have no right to claim: Saying we're choreographers of a ballet."

When they were thinking about music, their question was "What's the most cliche story ballet?" "Swan Lake" lost out to "The Nutcracker," whose score they have reordered. "It was very dramatically fitting music," Copper said, "and yet the weird part is it's just Christmas in most people's heads."

Choreographers of a ballet: Copper and Liska. Ye Fan for The New York Times


"No President" -- named after a Jack Smith film that's playing in conjunction at Anthology Film Archives on Saturday -- has political undertones. In a plot twist, Mikey is elected president: "His approval rating soars to epoch-making heights," the narrator says, "despite a few actionable blunders he commits, but these only humanize him, make him more relatable."

Produced with Ruhrtriennale and the Dusseldorf Schauspielhaus, "No President" premiered in 2018 and was partly a reaction to the 2016 presidential election. Now, six years later, Copper said, "It's like you're in the backwash of history."

"It's not like we made a show about Trump," Liska said. "We made a show about this type of behavior in humanity."

When it comes to choreography, Liska knows that he is no George Balanchine, whose version of "The Nutcracker" for New York City Ballet is a holiday tradition. Liska, a former hockey player from Slovakia, has a feel for structure; it relates, he said, to his position as a center, which required him "to be aware of where everything is without looking.

"I'm thinking two moves ahead. I'm making the play, deciding I'm looking there. I'm passing over there. I'm pretty much staging the choreography the way I would coach a hockey team."

In determining the movement and direction, Liska places himself onstage. He needs to know what it feels like. The show "is like an extension of my body," he said. "Even if I don't see it for five years, it makes me physically ill if a turn is wrong."

Copper said, "And I'm the same way with the words."

They can have different ways of working. When Liska immerses himself inside the choreography, Copper is usually watching from the outside, "and that'll remind me of something and I'll go do some research" she said.

They don't want their performers to dance for them; they don't want to see the contentment that comes from being watched. It's more about, How well does the audience know a performer by the end? Just about anyone can do a burpee.

"People do that in the gym," Liska said. "So let's take that off the table. What else do you have? That's what I want to see. I'm just putting you in this crisis and trying to bring out the best in you. Wake me up! Wake me up and want me to either do it or make me want to live."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/12/04/arts/dance/nature-theater-oklahoma-no-president.html
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A Brazilian Artist Movement That Uses Paintings to Save Indigenous Culture

After the Venice Biennale, the members of MAHKU are taking their social mission to Miami Art Basel.

From left: Iba Sales, Acelino Sales, Cleiber Bane and Pedro Mana, who are members of MAHKU, a group of Huni Kuin Indigenous artists who decorated the facade of the Central Pavilion at the Venice Biennale in April. They are hoping to reach collectors in Art Basel Miami Beach this week. Casey Kelbaugh for The New York Times



By Jill Langlois
Reporting from Sao Paulo, Brazil


Dec 04, 2024 at 10:03 AM

As Cleiber Bane began to sing, he looked up at the purple, red and yellow fish painted along the wooden slats of his home in the Brazilian Amazon. Colorful crabs and birds, as well as an Indigenous man wearing a blue and red feathered headdress, flanked the aquatic creatures, while geometric shapes outlined in black covered the shutters.

The images, seen during a video call, were a representation of the words that tumbled from his mouth in a low grumble, a centuries-old spiritual song called "The Light of Underwater Visions." It's one of the many sacred chants and myths that he and the other members of MAHKU, a group of Huni Kuin Indigenous artists, depict in their paintings as they retell their oral history in a medium they hope will endure and help preserve their culture.

"It's so we don't forget," said Bane, whose father, Iba Sales, first conceptualized MAHKU (for Movimento dos Artistas Huni Kuin). "So that, in the future, our young people don't lose their identity."

In just over 10 years, this movement of artists -- they make it clear they aren't a collective, but individuals working toward the same goal -- have become a staple in contemporary Indigenous art in Brazil. They have shown their work at the Sao Paulo Museum of Art (known as MASP), the 2023 Sao Paulo Biennale and the Carmo Johnson Projects gallery. (Currently there are eight artists in MAKHU, but the group fluctuates.)

They have also stepped out internationally, showing at the Fondation Cartier in Paris in 2022, and, this week, at Art Basel Miami Beach. Earlier this year, they took on an intricate 2,460-foot mural at the Venice Biennale of the "Alligator Bridge" myth, a story about the intercontinental separation of peoples and the consolidation of the Huni Kuin identity, which they have said acts as "a central image in strengthening ties between foreigners around the world and the role of art as a means of resistance."

At the Venice Biennale, MAHKU covered a building in a large, colorful mural depicting fish and a giant alligator. They retell their oral history in a medium they hope will endure and help preserve their culture. Casey Kelbaugh for The New York Times


But MAHKU's approach goes beyond making connections and spreading awareness to keep their culture alive. Their biggest ambition is summed up in the slogan they live by: "Sell paintings, buy land."

The Huni Kuin, who live along the border between Brazil and Peru, have a long history of intense and violent contact with the rubber industry, which began ravaging their land as early as the 19th century. Trees needed to be tapped at regular intervals to extract milky white liquid, so thousands of men invaded the lands where they lived and were a constant presence, either pushing them off their territories or persuading them to work alongside them.

At just 10 years old, Iba Sales was already working on the rubber plantation in the Chico Curumim village where he grew up. By the time he was an adult, the Huni Kuin would demand their territory be recognized as protected Indigenous land, and their desire to reconnect with the forest and their culture, including the chants and myths that would eventually be depicted in MAHKU paintings, would re-emerge.

Acelino Sales, MAHKU, "Nai Mapu Yubeka," 2024, acrylic painting on canvas, at Carmo Johnson Projects Gallery. via Carmo Johnson Projects; Photo by Bruna Jardim


"We do this for a reason," the Yanomami artist Ehuana Yaira said of the sharing of Indigenous art with the world. "We want to show that our culture is strong. We want to defend the forest. By way of our art we wonder, 'Will we be able to maintain our forest and keep it healthy?' We share our art in other places because of the people who come here to destroy the forest. It's a way to ask for help and support to keep the forest standing."

For Sales, 60, his reconnection journey started with the voice of his father. Chants are an integral part of sacred Huni Kuin rituals, which are performed with ayahuasca, a psychoactive drink made from plants native to the Amazon. Sales knew his father was a keeper of these chants, and he decided he wanted to get to know them better to make sure they would be passed down to future generations, including to his son, Bane.

Cleiber Bane, MAHKU, "Nahene Wakamen," 2023. A richly patterned and detailed painting of animals, fish, snakes, and geometric shapes and patterns. via Carmo Johnson Projects; Photo by Samuel Esteves


After a 2009 meeting with Amilton Pelegrino de Mattos, a social anthropologist interested in Huni Kuin history and culture, Sales decided to carry out his own study, writing down for the first time all 155 chants his father could remember. He translated them into Portuguese in a book called "Spirit of the Forest."

It was an unexpected feat, but he knew it wasn't enough. There was too much meaning in the chants -- depictions of the visions seen during ayahuasca rituals -- to be put into the written word. So with the support of de Mattos, Sales pulled together funds to run his first drawing workshop, in 2011.

Bane, an avid artist who had been curious about the sacred ayahuasca chants he had heard his father sing since he was a boy, was an eager participant.

"I used to walk home from school scribbling in my notebook," he said. "I would draw different animals and objects I heard my dad sing about. It was my way of learning what the songs meant and remembering not just the music, but the words too."

Acelino Sales, MAHKU, "Kapewe Pukenibu," 2024, acrylic on canvas. via Carmo Johnson Projects. Photo by Samuel Esteves


That first workshop was the catalyst for MAHKU, a project Sales and Bane would debut officially in 2013 with the hopes of selling paintings to buy land. The idea was to put money back into their community.

Like the work on Bane's home and at the Venice Biennale, MAHKU's paintings are rich characterizations of their connection to the forestland, vividly colored and outlined in black to give their pieces a graphic quality.

"The paintings about myths reframe spaces to tell stories," said Carmo Johnson, the owner of Carmo Johnson Projects, a gallery representing MAHKU at Art Basel Miami Beach. "So there's a linear narrative -- the images don't spread across the canvas in an unconventional way. They're more structured.

"But there's a surrealism in their works that represent chants. They're able to paint based on an experience, a feeling and a creative vision. It's a whirlwind of circular motions."

When their first painting sold, in 2014, the members of MAHKU bought a plot of land next to their village, where they hope to build a cultural center that will house items like Sales's book and MAHKU's paintings, as well as a shop where community members can sell their handicrafts, giving a boost to their local economy. (Prices for their artworks

at Art Basel Miami Beach range from  $20,000 to $35,000.) Since then, they have also bought homes and boats (transportation in the Amazon is almost always on rivers) for Huni Kuin families, as well as food and other necessities for community members in need.

The installation "MAHKU: Visions at MASP" at the Sao Paulo Museum of Art, 2023. via Museu de Arte de Sao Paulo Assis Chateaubriand; Photo by Isabella Matheus


"The idea of selling art to buy land demonstrates the practice of a solidarity economy that permeates the nucleus of the MAHKU collective," Naine Terena, a curator, art educator and professor who belongs to the Terena Indigenous group, wrote in a text that accompanied the MAHKU exhibit at M.A.S.P. in 2023, which was called "Miracoes" ("Visions"). She added that the movement's shift to buying other types of support, as well as land, undermines critics who "falsely claim that Indigenous people under the tutelage of the state are unproductive, failing to contribute to the country's economy."

She was referring to the government support some Indigenous people receive in the form of official land recognition and protection, as well as health services and other social welfare programs. They are a legacy of colonization, which left members of the communities vulnerable to new diseases and the destruction of their cultures.

While the rubber boom in the Brazilian Amazon has long waned, other extractive industries have taken its place, continuing to leave a trail of destruction in the rainforest. Cutting trees for logging, setting fires to clear land for cattle farming, and contaminating the land and river with the mercury used in mining to separate gold from unwanted minerals are among the biggest culprits that have left many Indigenous people struggling to protect their territories and take care of their families.

So far MAHKU has bought almost 26 acres of land with the paintings they have sold. It's a small dent in what is a challenging situation to combat -- Indigenous people, who make up less than 1 percent of the population of Brazil, are among the poorest in the country -- but it's a start. For Bane, the shift in image for Indigenous people is vital. "We want to better the situation of our relatives who are in need," he said. "It's not about me earning money to buy things for myself. A lot of Indigenous people are in difficult situations. If we can help some of them get out of that with our art, why wouldn't we?"




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/12/04/arts/design/brazil-art-mahku-miami-basel-indigenous.html
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Review: Feeling Frazzled? This Dance Reacts to an Age of Anxiety

In "Dear Lord, Make Me Beautiful," the choreographer Kyle Abraham experiments with expressing his emotions about the current moment.

Kyle Abraham performing his dance "Dear Lord, Make Me Beautiful" at the Park Avenue Armory. Stephanie Berger



By Gia Kourlas



Dec 04, 2024 at 05:19 PM

The choreographer Kyle Abraham is full of anxiety and fear, he has said, feelings that have landed him in a place of fragility. While this hardly sets him apart in this day and age, his latest work, "Dear Lord, Make Me Beautiful," attempts to thread those feelings into a dance. Abraham, a MacArthur Fellow, is capable of much, but this would be hard for anyone to pull off.

The dance opens with Abraham in a running solo, winding around the stage in counterclockwise circles. His expression holds the happy verve of a young man caught somewhere between boyhood and adolescence. His arms are stretched nearly straight. He smiles with guileless innocence.

But soon his sprint slows and his legs start to lope as his arms swing with less force. He teeters here and there, his forward motion cut short by spins that twist his solitary form before it rights itself again. His chin dips, his spine curves and his steps turn into more of a shuffle as he inches toward the edge of the stage. After one last look -- a lingering, stilted pause -- he leaves.

That stilted sensation comes up more than once in this well-meaning but often lackluster dance. "Dear Lord, Make Me Beautiful," which premiered at the Park Avenue Armory on Tuesday, explores ideas about solitude and isolation: Is there the possibility of change in a world steeped with sorrow? Yet just as the world seems stuck, so does this dance, which gets lost in a loop with more choreographic recycling than renewal.

While there are hints at desolation -- at times the dancers wilt to the floor where they remain for varying times, curled on their sides -- what predominates is the kind of sadness that flattens you out, the kind that can go on for ages before you decide to do anything about it.

A commissioned score, performed live by the six-member chamber ensemble yMusic, amounted to a generic mishmash of strings, horns and the occasional voice. The video projection design was by the new media artist Cao Yuxi, also known as JAMES.

Amari Frazier reaches skyward during "Dear Lord, Make Me Beautiful" while Catherine Kirk, Faith Mondesire and Tamisha Guy dance at her feet. Stephanie Berger


From the start, there was a verdant forest feel to the projections, which had a way of swallowing up dancers to show, perhaps, the smallness of a human being in contrast to the natural world. Leaves were blowing softly as colors shifted from greens to yellows and violets. But as time went on, the projections turned the stage into something like a screen saver -- larger than life, yet still a screen saver.

"Dear Lord, Make Me Beautiful" was set on a custom-made stage that shrunk the normally cavernous Wade Thompson Drill Hall into a fairly typical proscenium arrangement. As a choreographic canvas meant to show loneliness brought on by isolation, the stage seemed too small. Solos and duets needed more negative space, more breathing room to achieve poignancy and emotional resonance.

Too often, sentimentality took over, as when a pair of dancers hugged and others slowly surrounded them to rest a hand on their backs -- a huddle of compassion. While the dancers -- from Abraham's company, A.I.M, along with some guests -- were clearly accomplished, their movement patterns, however sleek, could drag down time.

Arms, raised parallel like railroad tracks, dropped down to stir invisible pots. A leg swung to the side while the spine swooped downward in a flourish of momentum. Packs of dancers rushed across the stage like flocks of birds or swarms of bees in what seemed another nod to the natural world. But as movement patterns, these never grew in emotional value; they were simply on repeat.

In many moments, the choreography was more sequential than surprising, and the echoes of Trisha Brown, the great postmodern choreographer, were hard to ignore, from the dancers' loose-limbed movement to the symmetry of their bodies as they mirrored one another's formations across the stage. Karen Young's wide, silky pants and airy tops gave pools of light a watery feel, but for all their flow, they, too, seemed derivative, again, of Brown's era. What's odd is this dance was about the 21st century, but it didn't have a 21st century identity.

In the end, the projections disappeared and the space went white. As Abraham, performing in his first ensemble work in years, radiated a singular vulnerability -- and maybe even a sense of hope -- his body, at 47 more lived in now, held the stage with a mature, grounded grandeur. As a spotlight grew dim, he walked so slowly that he almost seemed to float. His shoulders briefly quivered, but he pressed on until blackout washed him away. It was a moment of alertness, a meditation to end on, and Abraham, here, was made beautiful.

"Dear Lord, Make Me Beautiful"

Through Dec. 14 at the Park Avenue Armory; armoryonpark.org.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/12/04/arts/dance/review-kyle-abraham-park-avenue-armory.html



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




Turner Prize Goes to Jasleen Kaur Amid Pro-Palestinian Protests 

The artist, who has supported the protests against the Tate group of museums, won the prestigious British award for an installation that includes a car covered by a giant doily.

Jasleen Kaur was awarded the Turner Prize for an exhibition, "Alter Altar," that featured items related to her upbringing in Scotland as well as music playing out of a car stereo and a mechanically operated harmonium. Josh Croll/Tate



By Alex Marshall
Reporting from the Turner Prize ceremony at Tate Britain in London


Dec 03, 2024 at 07:47 PM

Jasleen Kaur, an artist whose recent installation work focuses on her childhood growing up in a Sikh community in Scotland, on Tuesday won the Turner Prize, the prestigious British art award.

The announcement was preceded by a small but noisy pro-Palestinian protest outside Tate Britain, the art museum in London where the prize ceremony took place.

As the award dinner began, about 100 activists gathered at Tate Britain's steps and listened to speeches demanding that the Tate group of museums end any association with Israel, including the high-profile donors Anita and Poju Zabludowicz. In a protest letter published online, the activists said the Zabludowiczes have "well-documented economic and ideological links" to Israel's government through the Tamares Group, the family's real estate investment business.

The letter's signatories included Kaur and two of the other artists nominated for this year's Turner Prize, Claudette Johnson and Pio Abad.

While accepting the award onstage, Kaur, draped in a scarf in Palestinian colors, said she supported the protesters and called for Tate to end ties with Israel. "It's not a radical demand -- this should not risk an artist's career or safety," she said.

She then said "Free Palestine" to cheers.

Kaur was one of the signatories of a protest letter demanding that Tate museums end their association with high-profile donors who they say support Israel's government. Josh Croll/Tate


Alex Farquharson, the director of Tate Britain and chair of the Turner Prize jury, said before the ceremony that he would not comment on the protesters or their demands and that he just wanted to focus on Kaur's art.

The Zabludowiczes also turned down an interview request. In a statement published on their website last year, the couple said they were "deeply saddened and troubled by the horrific war that is unfolding in Israel and Gaza" and that they "strongly support a two-state solution."

The protesters had also demanded in their letter that Tate cut ties with Candida Gertler, a donor who they said had "problematic ties" to the Israeli state. Gertler, who is Jewish, resigned from all her positions at British museums, including Tate, and said in a lengthy statement that the protests were part of an "alarming rise of antisemitism" that museums were allowing to occur unchallenged.

The protests surrounding the Turner Prize announcement on Tuesday were the latest example of the art world's struggles to manage the polarized views around Israel's actions in Gaza and Lebanon. Since the Hamas attacks in October 2023, many artists have signed letters calling Israel's retaliation in Gaza a genocide, while Jewish and Israeli donors have often felt threatened by the level of vitriol directed toward them.

Kaur, 38, was born in Glasgow, and grew up in the city's Sikh community. She studied silversmithing and jewelry at the Glasgow School of Art and the Royal College of Art in London. She has mainly displayed work in group shows but was nominated for the exhibition "Alter Altar" -- which featured items related to her upbringing as well as music playing out of a car stereo and a mechanically operated harmonium -- at the Tramway arts venue in Glasgow.

Farquharson, the jury chair, said Kaur "creates environments out of often very throwaway items" that when put together speak to much larger personal, political and spiritual issues. Her work, some of which is in an exhibition at Tate Britain that is open through Feb. 16, is as irreverent as it is reverent, Farquharson said.

The Turner Prize was founded in 1984 and is one of the art world's major awards. Several of its past winners, who have included Wolfgang Tillmans, Steve McQueen and Lubaina Himid, have gone on to become stars. Critics almost unanimously praised last year's choice of Jesse Darling for the prize, breaking a lengthy period in which they chastised the judges for seemingly prioritizing an artist's political views above talent.

The other three nominees for this year's award were Claudette Johnson, whose portraits of Black people in pastels and watercolor grace major collections in Britain and the United States; Pio Abad, a Filipino artist whose work includes sculptures of jewelry that Imelda Marcos once stole from his country; and Delaine Le Bas, an artist of Romany heritage who makes vibrant installations and paintings.

British critics were split over who should win this year's prize, but some had made the case for Kaur, who will receive 25,000 pounds, or about $31,700, in prize money.

Alastair Sooke, writing in The Daily Telegraph, said that Kaur's art brought "a little energy and effervescence" to an otherwise conventional and uptight list of nominees. Adriane Searle, in The Guardian, praised Kaur's cloth-covered car as the "laugh-out-loud totemic image of this year's Turner Prize" and said her installation was "filled with texture and humor and complexity."
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Elton John, After Eye Infection, Says He Couldn't See His Own Musical

After a performance of "The Devil Wears Prada" in London, John told the crowd that the effects of an eye infection were continuing to limit his eyesight.

Elton John speaking to the audience Sunday after a performance of "The Devil Wears Prada" at the Dominion Theatre in London.  Dave Benett/Getty Images 



By Victor Mather



Dec 02, 2024 at 03:40 PM

Elton John's eyesight problems have persisted to the point where he could not see a performance of his own musical in London on Sunday night, he told the crowd after the show.

John, 77, appeared onstage after a charity performance of the musical "The Devil Wears Prada," for which he wrote the score, at the Dominion Theatre.

"I haven't been able to come to many of the previews, because as you know I've lost my eyesight, so it's hard for me to see it," he said, wearing bright red sunglasses. "But I love to hear it."

John announced in a social media post in September that an eye infection this summer had left him "with only limited vision in one eye."

"I am healing, but it's an extremely slow process and it will take some time before sight returns to the impacted eye," he added. "I have been quietly spending the summer recuperating at home, and I am feeling positive about the progress I have made in my healing and recovery thus far."

He provided an update on "Good Morning America" late last month. "I unfortunately lost my eyesight in my right eye in July," he said. "It's been four months now since I haven't been able to see, and my left eye's not the greatest. There's hope and encouragement that it should be OK."

Asked about a possible new album, he replied: "Going into the studio and recording, I don't know, because I can't see a lyric for a start. I can't see anything, I can't read anything, I can't watch anything."

John did not respond to requests for comment on Monday sent through his talent agencies.

When "The Devil Wears Prada" opened in Chicago in 2022 with a different cast, The New York Times said in a review, "The songs unfold pleasantly enough, with flashes of glam and morsels of wit, but they tend to feel last-season."

The musical is based on the 2006 film and the 2003 best-selling semi-autobiographical novel by Lauren Weisberger. The London production stars Vanessa Williams.

John also wrote the score for "Tammy Faye," which is set to close on Broadway this week after only 29 regular performances. He has also written the score for some hits, including "Billy Elliot" and the long-running "The Lion King."

In January, John picked up an Emmy, giving him a lifetime sweep of the major American awards, an accolade known as an EGOT -- an Emmy, a Grammy, an Oscar and a Tony. But he was not present at the ceremony to receive the Emmy because of a knee operation.
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The Projectionist


'A Different Man' and 'Sing Sing' Rule the Gotham Awards

The kickoff to awards season has a mixed record but can help lift small films like the two surprise winners.

The director Aaron Schimberg, second from left, with producers, cast members and crew from "A Different Man": Vanessa McDonnell, Adam Pearson, Gabriel Mayers, Sebastian Stan and Mike Marino, right. Evan Agostini/Invision, via Associated Press



By Kyle Buchanan



Dec 03, 2024 at 01:52 PM

"A Different Man," a dark indie comedy starring Sebastian Stan, was the surprise best-feature winner at the 34th annual Gotham Awards, which took place Monday night at Cipriani Wall Street in New York.

Directed by Aaron Schimberg, the film stars Stan as an actor with neurofibromatosis who undergoes an experimental surgery to remove tumors from his face, giving him a more conventional appearance. That makeover puts him in danger of losing a leading role to a local bon vivant (Adam Pearson) who also has neurofibromatosis but owns his appearance without shame.

Though "A Different Man" is distributed by the hot studio A24, it was considered the lowest-profile contender in its category. Most pundits expected the Palme d'Or winner "Anora" to cruise to victory here and even Schimberg was caught off-guard by the win. "I think I'm not the only person in the room who's totally stunned by this," the director said onstage, admitting he had not prepared a speech in advance, fearing it would be "hubris" to do so.

In a very fluid Oscar season, the Gotham win could raise the chances of Stan, who also stars in the Donald Trump biopic "The Apprentice," and Pearson, a dark-horse supporting-actor candidate. Though the Gothams' effectiveness as an Oscar bellwether can fluctuate, three of the four most recent films to triumph there -- "Past Lives," "Everything Everywhere All at Once" and "Nomadland" -- also went on to be nominated for best picture at the Oscars.

The Gothams are most valuable when it comes to helping smaller films like "A Different Man" that rely on an awards-season run to stay in the conversation. Though the ceremony recently lifted its $35 million budget cap for eligible contenders, its nominating juries, which are mostly made up of a handful of film journalists, still tend to favor movies that were made on a shoestring.

That includes "Sing Sing," a prison drama that won the night's lead and supporting-performance honors for Colman Domingo and Clarence Maclin. (The Gothams are gender-neutral.) "Let's keep doing work that really matters, that makes a difference," Domingo, who starred in "The Color Purple" and "Rustin" last year, told the audience. "That's what we can do right now. That can be a light in the darkness."

The "Nickel Boys" filmmaker RaMell Ross won the night's best director award for adapting the 2019 Colson Whitehead novel about two Black teenagers struggling to survive at an abusive reform school. Ross employed an unconventional visual style for the 1960s-set movie, filming virtually all of it from the alternating first-person perspectives of its two lead characters.

In his acceptance speech, Ross appeared just as gobsmacked as Schimberg. "This is super unexpected and very weird," he said. "I also kind of don't believe in the idea of 'best,' because we know what goes into making films and it's pretty difficult."

In addition to the competitive honors, the Gothams paid tribute to "A Complete Unknown" star Timothee Chalamet and the "Challengers" lead Zendaya, as well as the director Denis Villeneuve, who directed them both in "Dune: Part Two." Tributes were also given to Franklin Leonard, founder of the screenplay platform Black List; the "Maria" star Angelina Jolie; and the casts of "The Piano Lesson" and "Sing Sing."

Here is a complete list of winners:

Best feature: "A Different Man"

Best director: RaMell Ross, "Nickel Boys"

Outstanding lead performance: Colman Domingo, "Sing Sing"

Outstanding supporting performance: Clarence Maclin, "Sing Sing"

Best screenplay: Azazel Jacobs, "His Three Daughters"

Breakthrough director: Vera Drew, "The People's Joker"

Breakthrough performer: Brandon Wilson, "Nickel Boys"

Best international feature: "All We Imagine as Light"

Best documentary feature: "No Other Land"
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Books, Lost or Imaginary, Come to Life at the Grolier Club

An exhibition of what-ifs, designed to be seen, not read, will be on display through February.

An early Hemingway novel as pictured by Reid Byers, in the exhibition of imaginary and lost books at the Grolier Club. From the Collection of Reid Byers. Photograph by Reid Byers.



By Sophie Haigney



Dec 04, 2024 at 10:00 AM

At the Grolier Club on the Upper East Side is an object never before displayed in public: an edition of one of Hemingway's first novels, which was stolen when his first wife left a bag unattended on a train in 1922. The manuscript was never recovered, and the novel lost to history.

But there is a twist: The copy at the Grolier Club is itself a kind of fiction, part of an exhibition called "Imaginary Books: Lost, Unfinished, and Fictive Works Found Only in Other Books," curated by Reid Byers, a Maine-based collector and writer. The original manuscript of Hemingway's book has not, alas, been rediscovered -- Byers has created a simulacrum of sorts, an imagined version of "One Must First Endure." This, along with physical representations of more than 100 books that have been lost, unfinished or dreamed up by other writers, will be on display at the Grolier Club, from Thursday through Feb. 15.

Byers started thinking about imaginary books 15 years ago, when he was having a jib door -- a door disguised as part of a wall of bookshelves -- made for his private library. "I started making a list of fake books and imaginary books," Byers said. Soon, he decided he wouldn't be satisfied with just a list: He wanted to find a way to display these books. Working with a team that included two bookbinders, a letterpress printer, a calligrapher and a magician, he commissioned and put together this library, sometimes using parts of existing books as the basis and sometimes starting from scratch. He worked on some books solo.

"These books are liminal objects," Byers said. "They put you on the threshold just before you go down the rabbit hole." (There is, for good measure, a version of the book Alice read in "Through the Looking-Glass, and What Alice Found There." With a cover dyed purple, its title, given by Byers, is "The Songs of the Jabberwock" and it's printed as a mirror image.)

"The Songs of the Jabberwock," as envisioned by Byers, the collector who curated this exhibition. Alice encounters Jabberwock lore in "Through the Looking-Glass, and What Alice Found There." From the Collection of Reid Byers.  Photograph by Jeff Altepeter.


"When the books arrived, our executive director joked, 'These books are surprisingly heavy for being imaginary,'" Shira Belen Buchsbaum, exhibitions manager at the Grolier Club, recalled. "I said, 'They're all portals into other universes, so there's a strong gravitational weight to them."

The books are not really meant to be opened and read; the text inside doesn't generally correspond to the lost or fictional objects. "I like to tell people that if you open one of these books, it will protect itself by turning immediately into something else," Byers said, slyly.

The reasons that books go missing or never get finished animate the exhibition's witty wall text. Christopher Marlowe's unpublished play "The Maiden's Holiday" resurfaced more than 100 years after his death, but a cook had been using its pages to line pie tins and start fires. Nothing survived. After Lord Byron died in 1824, a group of friends burned his memoirs -- which the poet had not wanted published in his lifetime because of possible scandals -- in a fireplace at his publisher's office. The wall text tells us, "This biblioclasm was called 'the greatest literary crime in history.'"

A creation for the Grolier exhibition, Christopher Marlowe's unpublished 16th-century play "The Maiden's Holiday." In real life, a cook used the manuscript pages to start fires and line pie tins. None of the pages survived. From the collection of Reid Byers. Photograph by Reid Byers.


Meanwhile, the tactile imaginary books -- those dreamed up by authors in their own books -- provide delightful new lenses into familiar works. Buchsbaum noted that there's really "something in the show for everyone, and so many pathways across genre and time." We get to see the cover of "The Hitchhiker's Guide to the Galaxy," from the novel of the same name, displayed on a tablet, and a copy of "The Fairy Melusine," which appears at the center of A.S. Byatt's novel "Possession." There is even an artifact drawn from "Lolita" -- an imagined version of Humbert Humbert's scholarly book.

Stories abound, and the objects can be playful. Wall text imagines that an edition of a mystery novel that appears in Dorothy Sayers's "Strong Poison" is "bound in poison: the green is arsenic and the red cyanide." In the exhibition, this brightly splotched volume appears in mannequin hands wearing surgical gloves.

After its time in New York, "Imaginary Books" will travel to the Book Club of California in San Francisco. Eventually, it will return to its permanent home, which the exhibition lists as Le Club Fortsas in Paris. The only thing? Le Club Fortsas doesn't actually exist. The address, in the 10th Arrondissement, leads to the facade of an old house that serves to cover an air vent for the French railway system. Fitting, for an imaginary collection.

Imaginary Books

Dec. 5-Feb. 15, 2025, the Grolier Club, https://www.grolierclub.org/
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Chris Brown's Johannesburg Shows Draw Protest

Women's rights activists have petitioned for the singer to be denied a visa for two shows in South Africa, where gender-based violence is high.

Chris Brown performing in Amsterdam in 2023. Sander Koning/EPA, via Shutterstock



By Hannah Uguru



Dec 03, 2024 at 10:00 AM

After Chris Brown announced that he would be performing in Johannesburg, tickets for the city's 94,000-capacity FNB Stadium sold out in under two hours. A second show was swiftly added.

Nearly as quickly came a protest against Brown, who has faced allegations of violence and harassment of women including his guilty plea on charges that he assaulted Rihanna, his then-girlfriend, in 2009. Women for Change, a South African nonprofit, started a petition to block Brown's performances on Dec. 14 and 15. The organization presented the petition, which received over 50,000 signatures, to the country's Departments of Home Affairs and of Sports, Arts and Culture, asking that Brown be denied a visa.

The singer's planned return has particular resonance in South Africa, where women are killed at a rate five times higher than the global average, with 60.1 percent of those murders committed by an intimate partner, according to a study by the South African Medical Research Council. "We aim to send a clear message that South Africa will not celebrate individuals with a history of violence against women," Sabrina Walter, the founder of Women for Change, said in an interview.

Brown and his representatives have not addressed the protest, but in October, as the group spread the #MuteChrisBrown hashtag on social media, the singer seemed to troll the organization by writing, "Can't wait to come," under one of its Instagram posts. Walter said the reply triggered a wave of online harassment from Brown's followers, including death threats against her and her team. 

It was not the first time Brown used his fame to rally against detractors. He has challenged other celebrities who refer to allegations made against him, and in February used Instagram to accuse the NBA of bowing to sponsor pressure to disinvite him from participating in an event related to its All-Star game. In 2019, Brown was released without charges after being accused of aggravated rape in France. He then sold T-shirts that read "This Bitch Lyin'" online.

In the years since his 2009 arrest, Brown has been accused a number of times of violence against women, including throwing a rock through his mother's car window in 2013 and punching a woman at a Las Vegas nightclub in 2016. In 2017, his ex-girlfriend Karrueche Tran obtained a temporary restraining order, citing harassment, physical violence, intimidation and death threats during and after their on-again-off-again relationship, which lasted from 2011 to 2015. In 2022, a judge dismissed a lawsuit that accused Brown of drugging and raping a woman on a yacht owned by Sean Combs.

He has also remained a popular recording artist and in-demand performer. Brown's "11:11" album, released last November, debuted at No. 9 on the Billboard 200. Last month, he was nominated for three Grammy Awards, including best African music performance for his single "Sensational" featuring the Nigerian American singer-songwriter Davido and the Nigerian singer Lojay.

Women for Change said it has yet to receive a response to the petition from concert promoters and the Department of Home Affairs, which it called on to revoke Brown's visa. "The views, beliefs, and actions of the artists who perform at the stadium are their own and not for us as venue authority to judge," said Bertie Grobbelaar, the chief executive of Stadium Management South Africa, which operates the venue.

Amid the swell of objections to Brown's performances, some have drawn personal boundaries on supporting his work. Esona Mtyela, a 21-year-old student at the University of Cape Town, signed the petition but said she tries to listen to Brown's music on the radio to avoid contributing to his earnings. "Chris Brown's wealth and fame have allowed him to continue being abusive with near impunity," she said. "The fans that continue supporting him in this way are enabling him."

Mamokgethi Phakeng, a former vice-chancellor of the University of Cape Town, initially celebrated scoring tickets on a post to X in October, but then saw negative replies. She defended her purchase in multiple posts that went viral. "Music is bigger than the individual; it connects us and heals us in different ways," she wrote. "Some of us are capable of loving art while still holding artists accountable."

Dr. Phakeng said in an interview that a "vocal minority" was attempting to "overrule the preferences of the majority." She adds, "I respect the organization and its mission, but I think it is unfortunate that they chose to target people's legal choices rather than focus on promoting awareness in a way that builds rather than divides."
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Fashion's Last Great Weirdo

With a new store in Los Angeles, a Levi's collaboration and a growing international presence, Kiko Kostadinov is building that rarest thing in fashion: an independent, family-run empire.

Forget the financials. The fashion designer Kiko Kostadinov really wants to talk about clothes. 



By Jacob Gallagher



Nov 30, 2024 at 10:01 AM

In the past year, the fashion designer Kiko Kostadinov began to feel that everyone wanted to talk about one thing: money.

Journalists, store owners, employees in his studio -- every conversation became about who was succeeding, whose finances are slipping, what mergers are bubbling out there. In short, who was winning.

"I feel like I'm on 'Industry' or something," the Bulgarian-born Mr. Kostadinov said, referring to HBO's high-wire financial drama. "The main topic is down, up, being bought. People don't want to talk about the actual work or the design."

He wishes they would. Since starting his label in 2016, fresh out of London's prestigious Central Saint Martins, Mr. Kostadinov, 35, has been one the brightest lights in an increasingly dim British fashion landscape. He's a sartorial Dr. Seuss offering clothes that are full of whimsy, wit and references that can only be called weird.

His ankle-high $935 Scarpitta boots look like something the freshest guy in medieval England would wear; his knits come in gelato-bar shades and have the texture of the plushiest bathmat in Target; his pants have so many pleats they rival Broadway theater curtains.

"He does a very good job of making a classic garment a little bit more interesting," said Drew Romero, the men's buyer at Dover Street Market in New York, which has carried Mr. Kostadinov's line since 2016.

Mr. Romero said that Mr. Kostadinov's clothes hit the exact right frequency for the swelling cohort of young, often-male consumers, who treat shopping as a spec-based exercise. "They will inspect every single stitch," Mr. Romero said. "They're looking at the way the waistband is constructed."

Mr. Kostadinov himself is a clothing nerd of the highest order. He was married in a vintage Versace suit and has amassed enough Yohji Yamamoto to fill a studio apartment. Clothes are his sole fixation. When asked what else he liked at the moment, he dryly replied, "not much."

In practice, Mr. Kostadinov is the company's chief executive, though he rejects the term, if not the tasks. "I want to be designing clothes rather than running a business and doing accounting," he said. At least 90 percent of his decisions, he said, are based on gut feelings.

In 2018 he showed eight women's wear looks at the start of his fall show, a decision he now considers his biggest career regret. "I could never be a women's wear designer.." he said. "I'm just terrible at it." Instead, within weeks, he hired Laura and Deanna Fanning, identical twin sisters from Australia and fellow CSM graduates, as the label's women's wear designers.

Identical twin sisters Deanna, left, and Laura Fanning joined the brand as its women's designers in 2018. Jacob Ogden for The New York Times


Kiko Kostadinov's women's collections span Deco-ish floral prints ... Kiko Kostadinov

... and dresses designed with bespoke stamps. Kiko Kostadinov


"Dior has Kim Jones and Maria Grazia Chiuri. Why can't we do it," Mr. Kostadinov said, likening the studio structure of his comparatively teensy brand to that of one of the world's mightiest luxury labels.

The strategy succeeded. Kiko Kostadinov's women's wear is carried in nearly as many stores as its men's wear, including Atelier in New York, the Broken Arm in Paris and Voo Store in Berlin.

The company is now a family venture. Mr. Kostadinov's 54-year-old mother works at the office as a production coordinator. The bulk of the clothes are produced not in Italy or Portugal but in his native Bulgaria. Mr. Kostadinov and Deanna got married this past year. Their dog Dante comes to the office most days.

He and the Fannings still retain total ownership of the company. Theirs is the rare independent, family-run label to be a steady presence on the Paris Fashion Week schedule, wedged between properties of engorged luxury conglomerates like Balenciaga and Louis Vuitton.

The label is rounding out a marquee year. In August, it collaborated with Levi's on jeans and jackets that had hefty rivets and spider web-y stitching. They looked like something the "Iron Giant" would wear to fashion week.

And this year, the company opened an office in Paris and a store in Tokyo. Last week, the final piece in its 2024 expansion fell into place when Kiko Kostadinov opened its first American store in East Los Angeles.

True to his reactive executive strategy, Mr. Kostadinov said he wasn't really seeking an outpost in Los Angeles when his friend Al Moran pointed the designer to an open storefront mere feet from his Melrose Hill art gallery Moran Moran. Mr. Kostadinov liked the space and signed a lease. Simple as that, he had a California shop.

"It was a happy accident," said Mr. Kostadinov, who trusts Mr. Moran as he would a brother: The pair also run Otto 958, a somewhat inscrutable, streetwear-leaning side project. Its sweatshirts, hats, and shirts have become highly coveted by collectors of Mr. Kostadinov's designs. An Otto 958 rugby, for example, is listed on the resale site Grailed for about $550.

Mr. Kostadinov, with a close-cropped beard and runelike tattoos snaking up his arms, can come off as shy, even aloof. But behind that restraint is a designer who craves more. And despite his complaints about the fashion industry's fixation on money, his well-cloaked ambitions can't help but burst through in conversation.

"In the UK or in Europe, thinking bigger is talked down," Mr. Kostadinov said of his brand's westward expansion. "America is a totally different opportunity.

By opening a shop in Los Angeles, Mr. Kostadinov clearly has broader ambitions -- even if he doesn't like talking about them. Jacob Ogden for The New York Times


In 2021, the company began producing women's leather handbags and added men's leather bags this year, a clear benchmark for any would-be luxury label. These large-pocket satchels and Italian-made cross-body purses are available at the East Los Angeles shop. Mr. Kostadinov also intends to start selling Japanese-made jeans, another beacon of upgraded ambitions.

"We want to be a bigger brand," Mr. Kostadinov said. Just don't ask him how big.

"I know I want to be doing what I'm doing for a long time, but I don't say, 'OK, next year we need to hit x number,'" he said. "The plan is to have good products and take pleasure in making them."

If there's one way in which the brand behaves most like its competitors, it's in its willingness to collaborate. Even when he was still at Central Saint Martins and created Frankensteined T-shirts with Stussy, Mr. Kostadinov has been an eager collaborator, working with Mackintosh, Camper and Fox Racing.

His longest running partnership has been with the Japanese sneaker label Asics, resulting in more than 100 shoes, and since last year, Asics Novalis, a clothing component. Kiko Asics, as collectors call them, look like something dropped out of "Battlestar Galactica": shoes with cilantro-green checkerboard panels, mesh uppers in fiery yellow and orange, wrestling shoe-esque straps and Morse code dashes.

That partnership has provided a financial lifeline for Mr. Kostadinov, but he stressed that the company has never had to rely solely on the fees from these collaborations.

"I always tried to make sure that wholesale and our e-store can cover the shows and the salaries," he said. "This is not a portfolio brand," he added, referring to competitors who may hold runway shows just to grab the sort of attention that results in lucrative partnership fees.

In recent years, the company has introduced Italian-made handbags, a clear signifier of luxury in today's world.  Jacob Ogden for The New York Times


Collectors of the label can rattle off the exact product names of their cherished pants and sweaters.  Jacob Ogden for The New York Times


Some of Mr. Kostadinov's designs are prickly, like shirts that intentionally scrunch up. Kiko Kostadinov

Other creations, like his plucky sweaters. are crowd pleasers. Kiko Kostadinov


The brand's Paris runway shows, held four times a year, are the sun around which the entire Kiko Kostadinov company rotates. "They're the most selfish thing that I do and my team does," Mr. Kostadinov said. "It's why we go to the studio."

To be sure, the designs can be challenging: sweaters with peekaboo cutouts at the shoulder blades, darted trousers that pool at the thighs before narrowing dramatically, overcoats you can only open along the side, T-shirts stitched across the front so the fabric intentionally scrunches.

Those sharp-elbowed ideas have helped the label become collectible in a manner similar to uncompromising labels like Rick Owens. Kiko Kostadinov offers a particular look, but for fans, it creates loyalty.

Henry Bouffler, 23, a retail worker from Melbourne, Australia, has fallen into the Kikoverse. He owns, by his count, five jackets, a coat, several shirts, four pairs of shoes (Asics and otherwise) and at least 10 pairs of trousers. The pants are the prime target for him. He recently acquired his "grail," a pair of three-quarter-length Kanu trousers that look like a cross between a jockey uniform and a jiu-jitsu gi.

Not every pair of pants in Mr. Bouffler's collection was so theatrical. He was also pleased to own the Kafka, a set of straight-leg pants with a tasteful cargo pocket on the front. (Yes, it is common for these collectors to know the pants names by heart.)

"Kiko is a very good brand for people who want to be simple and very elegant," Mr. Bouffler said. "And then it also has a side for people wanting to go a bit crazier."
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There Have Been Dozens of 'Wicked' Interviews. Why Did This One Go Viral?

When a journalist asked the actress Cynthia Erivo about fans "holding space" for the movie's signature song, a meme was born.

In an interview for Out magazine, Tracy E. Gilchrist asked the "Wicked" co-stars an earnest question. It spurred an unexpected reaction online. Out Magazine



By Madison Malone Kircher



Nov 25, 2024 at 09:01 PM

The press tour for "Wicked" has been a long blur of pink and green outfits and a seemingly endless run of interviews with the film's two stars, Ariana Grande and Cynthia Erivo.

One of their appearances, however, has stood out among the dozens of others. In a conversation that has been clipped and shared widely across social media, the journalist Tracy E. Gilchrist, reporting for Out magazine, asked Ms. Erivo to respond to an observation that she had made: "I've seen this week people are taking the lyrics of 'Defying Gravity' and really holding space with that and feeling power in that," Ms. Gilchrist said, referring to the musical's anthem.

"That's really powerful," Ms. Erivo said. As Ms. Grande sympathetically held onto her pointer finger, she added, "That's what I wanted."

Whether it was the phrase "holding space," the earnest and melodramatic reactions it elicited from Ms. Erivo and Ms. Grande, or the delicate finger-hold -- or some combination of the three -- the interview has spurred a range of reactions online. Some wondered if Ms. Gilchrist was serious. Others were simply baffled by the exchange.

Ms. Gilchrist, a vice president of editorial and special projects for the L.G.B.T.Q. media company Equal Pride, shared her point of view. This interview has been edited and condensed.

Hi, Tracy. Can you give us a little bit more context about that interview?

This was on the Universal lot earlier this month, on Nov. 7. It was very Hollywood -- there was a whole yellow, brick road and Munchkinland set up outside. Typically, you have a window of time where you go in to do your interviews. For this one, I was slated for three interviews: Cynthia and Ariana, Marissa Bode and Ethan Slater, and Jeff Goldblum and Jonathan Bailey. I had four minutes to ask two people questions. You have to get in there and really have a moment. I like to try to get to something real.

OK, so you have to really think quickly in this situation.

I interviewed Cynthia for the Out 100 list this year. She was the cover star. I had nearly an hour on Zoom with her, so we already had a little bit of a shorthand when I went in there.

Ariana Grande and Cynthia Erivo, who play Glinda and Elphaba in "Wicked," during their interview with Ms. Gilchrist. Out Magazine


Why did you ask Ms. Erivo about "holding space"?

I had seen just that day, that Tony Morrison from GLAAD -- who is a friend -- had posted the lyrics of "Defying Gravity." Mind you, this was 1.5 days after the election. We were all kind of reeling. What does this mean for marginalized people and specifically people in the queer community? I thought, "Well, this has been a week." And so asked her, you know, I said that I'd seen people holding space with the lyrics of "Defying Gravity."

And a star was born!

I was really teeing up my question, which was, "What does it mean to you to play this character who is so resonant with queer people, especially when we need it?" I hadn't even asked the question yet. Her response was so dear to me. I was a little flustered.

What is "holding space," exactly?

When I hold space for something, it means I take a beat. I pay attention. I come into myself rather than scrolling on my phone or being outward with something. You can hold space in many different ways, right? It can be something profound, or it can be something silly. I have been joking that I've been holding space for the movie "Carol" for eight years.

Ms. Erivo seemed surprised, if pleased, to hear about this reaction. Were there other similar posts you saw from people relating to "Defying Gravity" in this particular way?

I tried to clarify like, "No, it's not a huge trend, but I have seen it." That's why I said I'm in queer media. I could have said "I have all queer friends," but that's what came out of my mouth. Again, I was still teeing up my question.

Why is being in queer media an important distinction for you?

I get to pick my own questions. I don't have editors telling me what questions to ask. I get to ask questions that are pertinent and relevant to what's happening in the queer community.

During the interview, Ms. Grande reached over and ever so gently clutched one of Ms. Erivo's fingers while you were talking. Did you notice in the moment?

They first started grazing fingers while I was talking to Ariana. I don't know if it ended up in the edited video, but in the raw footage you can see me clock it. In my head I'm thinking, "Please, God, I am just a human lesbian. This is too much!" The whole thing is ultimately high camp, right, because camp is sincere. I was sincere in my question. Cynthia was sincere in her response. And I think when Ariana grabbed her finger, she was just trying to sincerely let her know that she was there with her.

Did you walk away from that interview feeling as if it was pretty standard or as if you had gotten something really special?

I thought it was a really lovely interview. And I thought that people who get it, would get it.

How does it feel to be a meme?

It's been wild. I was in a meeting when it first started happening and someone texted me in the morning like "Hey, I'm loving this viral moment for you." The video has about 500,000 views. That's a lot for us, but I had no idea. I wanted to steer clear of the negativity because I don't need it in my life, personally. I really tried to lean into the joy.

What have been some of your favorite responses?

Merriam-Webster had a "holding space" post. The Empire State Building did one, which was really fun. The cast of "Once Upon a Mattress," Ana Gasteyer, Michael Urie and Sutton Foster, made a video. The tippity-top was the Gay Men's Chorus of New York singing my interview.


Do you have any regrets about your question?

Not really. What happened happened. I feel like I got a real response. I got something authentic.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.nytimes.com/2024/11/25/style/wicked-interview-holding-space.html



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




Third Wheel


Forget the Instagram Hard Launch: Are You Location-Sharing Official?

It's the final frontier in digital expressions of coupledom. But for some people, it's always going to be creepy.

For every couple who finds location sharing to be a meaningful expression of connection, there's another for whom it's a hopelessly weird nonstarter. Jakub Porzycki/NurPhoto, via Getty Images



By Gina Cherelus
In the Third Wheel column, Gina Cherelus explores the delights and horrors of sex, dating and relationships.


Nov 27, 2024 at 03:00 PM

Niara Sterling is a D.J. living in Brooklyn who frequently travels to different cities and countries to perform in front of thousands of guests at parties, concerts and other events.

In her last relationship, she shared her phone location with her girlfriend, as well as with a few close friends and family members -- and didn't think twice about it. She and her ex, a fellow female D.J., both frequently worked at night, so knowing where they each were afforded some peace of mind in case of an emergency.

"God forbid something happens, you can find my location," said Ms. Sterling, 30. "I also think I didn't mind it because we had an honest relationship. I didn't have anything to hide; we lived together already anyway."

Since Apple's location-sharing app Find My debuted more than a decade ago, it has become widely used as a way not only to keep tabs on your devices, children or luggage, but also to check in on your romantic partner. But the app, which can be used to prioritize your closest friends above other acquaintances, can also complicate dynamics within friend groups.

So it's no surprise that the use of Find My -- and similar location-sharing apps -- is popular among those in romantic relationships. In many ways, the Find My app has become a way to signal that your relationship is official, much as users would give a partner pride of place in their Myspace Top 8, change their status on Facebook to "In a Relationship" or hard launch on Instagram.

But while there are those who see Find My as a helpful tool when coordinating plans or preparing for emergencies, others find it to be controlling and intrusive.

"If you're just checking it throughout the day and keeping tabs on me and texting me about it, that's weird," Ms. Sterling said. "I feel like you're abusing that access that you have."

"That would cause me to want to cut it off," she said.

Irina Firstein, a couples counselor in New York City, said she generally didn't think it was healthy for new couples or people who were not in long-distance relationships to make location sharing a requirement.

"It's a privacy issue," she said. "Like, I'm a separate person who has the right to live and exist and function in the world without somebody watching me, even if I have nothing to hide."

According to Ms. Firstein, if both people agree that they want to share real-time location data, then it's generally OK. But she said she was nonetheless suspicious of cases in which there isn't a clear explanation as to why it's necessary -- especially if one person is uncomfortable with the idea. That can be an indication that there are underlying insecurities at play.

"Whether you're controlling your own anxieties and fears, or you're controlling the other person's," Ms. Firstein said, "there has to be a really good, solid reason, because whatever the feelings that are driving it, those feelings need to be addressed and dealt with."

Josh Guttman, 31, a film critic in Manhattan, has been sharing his location with his girlfriend since they started dating when she was living in Hillsdale, N.J. Tracking each other was a helpful way to navigate when she would visit him in the city, and the arrangement evolved organically.

"For us, specifically, it was just sheer practicality," he said, adding, "I do know the whole tracking-your-location thing is becoming a trend in some relationships, and I find it, as a concept, very creepy."

Mr. Guttman pointed to what he described as a larger issue with the "technological validation" that many require in their relationships. People's relationships with technology have become so aggressive, he said, that romantic dynamics can depend "on the technological relationship just as much as the in-person relationship."

Matthew Bell, a therapist in Chicago, said the topic of location sharing has come up with clients. He said that when someone is asking a partner for that information, it's important for both parties to first talk about trust and accountability in the relationship. He has noticed that location sharing is often used as a way to circumvent these conversations.

Before demanding your partner's location to ease your own insecurities, Mr. Bell added, it's important to unpack those feelings.

"When you're first adding or establishing that dynamic, what's the notion that it's coming from?" he asked.

Send your thoughts, stories and tips to thirdwheel@nytimes.com.
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All Consuming


Pajamas Worth a Passport Stamp

Pajama sets from small European labels have for some become stylish souvenirs that signal their discerning taste.

Magniberg, a Swedish label, is among those making sought-after pajamas like this striped-and-piped set. Nicolaj Moller/Magniberg



By Misty White Sidell
All Consuming is a column about things we see -- and want to buy right now.


Nov 28, 2024 at 10:03 AM

At a time when an abundance of superfake handbags and clothing dupes has made it easier than ever to buy versions of items once considered hard to get, those who value provenance have found a new way to flaunt it: pajamas.

Specifically, pajama sets from small labels in European cities known for being stops on the Grand Tour. Typically made locally with cotton fabrics and in classic cuts associated with men's wear, the pajamas have for some people become a new souvenir of choice -- and a way to signal their discerning taste.

"There is a European-ness attached to these pajamas because they come from heritage stores," said Laila Gohar, an artist who owns styles from labels in Italy and Austria. "We are seeing women bring them from Europe to America."

Her collection includes pajama sets from P. Le Moult in Vienna, which start at $247; from Casa Del Bianco in Milan, which start at $120 and are offered in prints like Liberty of London florals; and from Schostal Originals in Rome, which start at 195 euros, or about $204.

Other popular makers include Paris em Lisboa in Lisbon, where pajama sets start at 110 euros, or about $115; and Magniberg, a newer Swedish brand founded by a former Acne Studios designer, where styles start at 292 euros, or about $305.

 Casa del Bianco Milano

 Magniberg

 Paris em Lisboa

 P.Le Moult

Clockwise from top left, pajama sets from Casa Del Bianco, Magniberg, P. Le Moult and Paris em Lisboa.

Buying the brands' products doesn't require traveling: Styles from each are sold online. As are pajamas from like-minded companies outside Europe like Foo Tokyo in Toyko, which is known for a double-breasted pajama set inspired by formal jackets ($370), and Comme Si in New York, which makes its pajamas with Italian cotton traditionally used for dress shirts (sets start at $450).

Ms. Gohar, 36, the founder of the home goods brand Gohar World, said her pajamas have an oversize fit and enough polish for her to wear them in public with a trench coat and ballet flats -- on one condition. "They have to be ironed," she said.

"It's the anti yoga pant," Ms. Gohar added. "Yoga pants are very much an American invention that we are sadly exporting to the rest of the world."

Of course, she is far from alone in wearing sleep wear out and about. Nightgowns and so-called nap dresses became a common uniform when pants were being traded for less restrictive attire during the pandemic. Before that, Jenna Lyons popularized the habit of dressing up pajama sets -- like the white one she wore beneath rhinestone mesh to the Met Gala in 2015 -- when she was the creative director and president of J. Crew. The artist Julian Schnabel is to some known as much for his mixed-media paintings as he is for wearing pajama sets to exhibition openings.

 Foo Tokyo

 Cristaseya

 Tekla

 Comme Si

Cristaseya's pajama-inspired ensembles, top right, were made to resemble actual sleep wear like the sets from Foo Tokyo, top left; Tekla, bottom left; and Comme Si, bottom right.

Mr. Schnabel's wardrobe of sleep wear was the inspiration for Olatz, a brand founded by Olatz Schnabel, his ex-wife, who started it when the couple was still married. The label's wood-paneled store in the West Village, which closed in 2013, was modeled after shops in Ms. Schnabel's native Spain and had the old-world look of some popular European pajama stores today.

"I don't think you can be tacky wearing pajamas," said Ms. Schnabel, whose made-to-order versions are sold online and include cotton styles with piped hems (starting at $550 for a set), which recall the pajamas favored by her ex-husband. "You can entertain in them," she added. (She felt differently about nightgowns.)

For those who like the pajama look but not the thought of wearing nightclothes during the day, Cristaseya, a brand in Paris, offers rarefied pajama-inspired ensembles made of Swiss and Japanese cotton, which start at about $1,750. "I find matching sets much more chic and elegant -- it's like a uniform," said Cristina Casini, a founder of the brand, adding that its sets were influenced by a vintage style from the 1920s.

Their owners include Daphne Javitch, 44, who lives in Los Angeles and is a founder of Doing Well, an online health and lifestyle coaching program. "There is nothing fancier," said Ms. Javitch, who also owns items from Comme Si and Paris em Lisboa, some of which she bought abroad. "There is something so special about traveling to find beautiful, unique, well-made things."

Washable cotton apparel has a particular appeal to Ms. Javitch as a mother of two young children. "In Los Angeles, we all wear elastic waist bands," she said. Ms. Javitch, who formerly ran Ten, a now-defunct line of underwear, added that her husband also wears pajamas for more than sleeping: Specifically those from Tekla, a brand in Copenhagen, which start at $445 for a set.

Pajamas from Schostal Originals in Rome, which is currently shipping most of its online orders to the United States.

Sets offered by Schostal Originals include these pajamas with minty stripes.


So does Christine Hamer, 34, the women's design director at Calvin Klein who owns several of Tekla's unisex sets, which both she and her fiance wear. "I wear them around the house, but I also break up the set to run errands and mix and match the shirt and pants," Ms. Hamer said. "It's an extension of my wardrobe."

Schostal Originals is currently shipping about 75 percent of its online orders to the United States, said Andrew Bloch Fiorelli, who owns the company with his mother. It recently introduced pajama shirts without piping and pockets that are meant to look less like sleep wear. The business is separate from another in Rome called Schostal, which does not offer the exact same products and is run by other members of Mr. Fiorelli's family.


Celebrities like Harry Styles and Gwyneth Paltrow have visited the Schostal Originals store, as well as fashion writers and others who have mentioned the old-fashioned shop in newsletters or on social media. Megan Neligan, 30, who works in renewable energy in Los Angeles, likened her experience there in October to visiting a museum. "It tapped into the history and culture of Italian craftsmanship," she said.

Her friend Sarah Claiborne, 30, also went to the Schostal Originals store while in Rome in October. (The women did not travel together.) For Ms. Claiborne, who works in fund-raising at the Museum of Contemporary Art in Los Angeles, buying a pair of brown-and-green-striped pajamas in person was part of the appeal. "This felt like buying something with a lore to them," Ms. Claiborne said.

Mr. Fiorelli's mother, Shirley Braine, was in the store as Ms. Claiborne and Ms. Neligan chose their pajama sets. She is known to encourage customers to wear them however they wish.

"You have to be a very particular Roman woman to wear pajamas outside," Mr. Fiorelli said. Americans, he added, "don't really care what other people think. It's really nice, they just go for it."
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Styles Q&A


Baking Show's 'Jack Sparrow' Is More Artist Than Pirate

Dylan Bachelet lost in the finals of "The Great British Baking Show," but he was a breakout star for his fashion as well as his baking. Now, he's a professional chef.

Dylan Bachelet was a finalist on "The Great British Baking Show." His fashion choices made him stand out from the other contestants. Netflix



By Annemarie Conte



Dec 02, 2024 at 02:00 PM

Dylan Bachelet, the 20-year-old finalist on "The Great British Baking Show," generated plenty of buzz for the season with his good looks and his baking talent. He drew comparisons to all sorts of fictional characters: Captain Jack Sparrow of "Pirates of the Caribbean," anime characters, cartoon cats. When asked about how his style choices were leading to those comparisons, Cristina Spiridakis, a Hollywood costume designer, said "Maybe he's just a Gen Z kid with good style."

This turned out to be true, as Mr. Bachelet, self-described as "arty," has always loved creative pursuits, including fashion and baking.

"Baking is a creative outlet for me," he said in a phone interview during a day off from his job as a chef de partie, or line cook, at The Five Fields, a Michelin-starred restaurant in London. "In the same way I have a vision of something I want to wear looking quite cool, I'll have a dish in mind. I just try and work my way to that goal and learn from it."

He also discussed his fashion and his experiences on the show, the finale of which began streaming in the United States on Friday.

This interview was edited and condensed for clarity.

What were you were thinking about when getting dressed for the show: the weather, the baking, the cameras, the audience?

The main thing that's running through my head is, I can't wear black, white or anything branded, because they were the rules in the show. In the first episode, the orange shirt, I basically wear it all the time because orange is one of my favorite colors.

How would you characterize your style in general?

Comfy. I like wearing very oversized things. I don't like tightfitting clothes because I just find them really uncomfortable.


Let's talk about the sweater.

The blue knitted tunic kind of thing, my mum actually crocheted that for me. I was like, "Oh, I'll wear it because my mum made it and it'll be nice for her to see it on the TV."

She had said, "I want to crochet something for you." And I saw this really cool jumper thing in Korea, which it was vaguely based off. I asked if she could make it for me, with the big shoulders. I really like those sort of things, like Alexander McQueen suits.

And the bandanna?

It was a practical element. When you're cooking, bandannas are really useful to wear. When I tie my hair up, it was fine. But you can't take your hair up and down on the show for continuity reasons, so it was quite nice to just have the bandanna on and forget about it. It was just to keep my hair out of my baking.

Has your style changed at all over the years?

When I was younger, I would just buy cool stuff and wear it. When I was like 13, I got into cool streetwear because I would buy it and then try and sell it. Anything I couldn't sell I would just be like, "Oh this is pretty cool. I'll just keep it."

Nowadays, I don't care as much. I want to have some cool clothes. I have a big selection of jeans from when I went to Asia. I bought loads of trousers, because their jeans and trousers are amazing. And I'll normally just throw one of those on and a nice T-shirt and that's it.

I have to ask you about your eyebrow. Did you shave that in? Is that a scar?

Oh no, I put that in. I had basically went to my barber like, three, four years ago, and I got the haircut, and then he decided to just put a slit in my eyebrow. I went home and my mum was not happy with it. She said, "Why? Why have you done this?" And I just kept re-shaving it because it looked weird if it was half there. It's grown back in now.

I think that's what triggered a lot of the Jason Momoa references.

Yeah, I think so. But I think his is real. He got like hit in the head with a glass bottle or something, right? [It was a pint glass and it required 140 stitches, Momoa has said.]

Was it strange to watch the show and not be able to really comment? [The show doesn't allow interviews with the contestants until after the finale airs.]

In some ways, yes. But in other ways, I didn't really have a problem with the way they edited the show. So there was never a point where I wanted to step in and actually explain what happened. But you only see certain bits of someone.

What are some of the things about you that weren't represented on the show?

I think a lot of my bakes, they obviously were portrayed in the show as like, "Dylan's done very well." But I'm not happy with a lot of my bakes. When I would practice them at home and I would be like, Wow, these are really good. And then I'd go in the tent and they weren't exactly how I wanted them.


Did you wipe your social media before the show or were you just not a frequent poster?

No, I barely posted. I'd never really used Instagram or any social media, really. Like, I had like a few bits of mainly food.

How many followers did you have before the show started?

I think like 400. It's now at 136,000. It's gone up 10,000 since I last looked.

Do you feel a responsibility to maintain a relationship with the fans that you've gained?

I really do. I've been really lucky that people have taken a liking and want to see more of me in some way, shape or form. I do really want to try and, you know, deliver on that. But I'm finding it really hard to balance it, especially with work. I'm at work like 60 hours a week. I think I'll try and strike that balance at some point.

Do you want to continue cooking in restaurants?

Cooking has always been my priority, and before I went on the show I knew I wanted to be a chef. And in all honesty, all the show did was delay that. Not in a bad way. It's a strict rule that you can't be a professional before going on the show, so I waited throughout this whole audition process, which I started a year ago.

What did you do for work while you were in that holding pattern?

I dropped out of university and did some temporary agency work to make money while I was at home. I worked at a place in the U.K. called Bicester Village. It's a famous outlet for these high-fashion places. My friend works there, so I was like, "OK, I'll work with my friend." But it wasn't anything that I was planning to take further. 

Is there anything else you want people to know about you?

It's all experimental. With everything I do, whether it's baking, style, fashion, whatever, it always starts off with an idea. And then I just like muck about with different things. It always builds on itself. And that's part of the process, being open-minded and allowing yourself to change the plan.
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Rihanna Steals the Fashion Awards

And a dozen other looks that made news at Britain's Met Gala of style.

Rihanna and ASAP Rocky at the Fashion Awards in London on Monday. Scott Garfitt/Invision, via Associated Press



By Vanessa Friedman



Dec 03, 2024 at 02:14 PM

She wasn't even nominated, and Rihanna still stole the show Monday night at the Fashion Awards in London.

Arriving last, as has become her wont at events like the Met Gala and the Alaia show, and there as a plus-one to support her partner, ASAP Rocky, who received the Cultural Innovator award, the artist and Fenty mogul made her entrance in a turquoise wrap coat and faux fur hat from Christian Lacroix's fall 2002 couture collection. With that she wore a black corset, black leather opera gloves and sheer black tights. The effect was kind of haute Flintstone meets the Folies Bergere.

As for ASAP Rocky, he wore Bottega Veneta -- a navy chore coat, matching pants and a red leather tie -- and called the honor "surreal." That was also an accurate description of the Royal Albert Hall, where the awards were held and where a crimson disco ball cast a new light on a familiar scene. But it was Rihanna's enormous hat, jauntily tilted and visible from every vantage point, that summed up the point of the night: The business of fashion may be serious, but wearing it should be fun.

Her look was as laudable as the actual winners, who included Alex Consani as model of the year, the first trans woman to receive the recognition; Grace Wales Bonner as British men's wear designer of the year; Simone Rocha as British women's wear designer; and Jonathan Anderson of Loewe and JW Anderson as designer of the year for the second year in a row.

That choice wasn't a big surprise, especially given Mr. Anderson's moonlighting this year as the costume designer on the Luca Guadagnino films "Queer" and "Challengers" and the multiple wild rumors surrounding his future job prospects, but some of the other outfits were. Here's what else caught our eye.

More Method Dressing

Nicola Coughlan of "Bridgerton" wore a Gaurav Gupta gown. Gareth Cattermole/Getty Images

And Simone Ashley wore Prada. Scott A Garfitt/Invision, via Associated Press


Nicola Coughlan and Simone Ashley proved that while you can take the girls out of "Bridgerton," you can't take "Bridgerton" out of the girls' wardrobes. Ms. Coughlan channeled her character, Penelope Featherington, post-glow-up in an off-the-shoulder black velvet Gaurav Gupta gown with exaggerated aqua satin panniers, while Ms. Ashley summoned a whiff of Kate Sharma in strapless ivory Prada with a bell-shaped miniskirt -- and billowing train. Lady Whistledown would approve.

Suiting the Moment

Rita Ora wore a jacket from her collaboration with Primark. John Phillips/Getty Images

Venus Williams was in a Thom Browne jumpsuit and overcoat. Jeff Spicer/Getty Images


Venus Williams, in a Thom Browne overcoat and plunging jumpsuit, and Rita Ora, in an oversize double-breasted gray jacket from her collaboration with Primark, the British high street brand, and a pink tie, were ready for business. Ms. Ora said her look, which included bleached blond eyebrows and mullet, was a homage to David Bowie. As he once sang, "Fa fa fa fa fashion."

Musk-fluence?

Jodie Turner-Smith in Burberry.  Kate Green/Getty Images


Jodie Turner-Smith, who accompanied Burberry's creative director, Daniel Lee, accessorized her buttery, bias-cut (yup) Burberry gown, encrusted in silver sequins and beads, with two bunches that jutted, antenna-like, from the top of her head. Just in case, you know, she needed to radio her spaceship to make a quick getaway. Or contact Elon Musk.

Northern and Southern Exposure

Julia Fox in a sheer corset dress by Dilara Findikoglu. Gareth Cattermole/Getty Images

Ming Lee Simmons in transparent Sau Lee. Joe Maher/Getty Images


Naked dressing is the red carpet trend that will never die -- it simply gets more daring. Such, anyway, seemed to be the message from Julia Fox, in a sheer Dilara Findikoglu corset and petticoat frock with strategically placed boning, and Ming Lee Simmons in transparent gold-beaded Sau Lee. It's one way to suggest you have nothing to hide.

Brand Building

Sabato De Sarno, the creative director of Gucci, and Yanan Wan wore Gucci. Joe Maher/Getty Images

Michele Lamy, muse of Rick Owens went full-on goth. Gareth Cattermole/Getty Images 


Why waste a good social media snap? Sabato De Sarno of Gucci, who took home a special recognition award in honor of a campaign focusing on London, brought the model Yanan Wan to the event, each of them doing their best impression of a walking billboard in head-to-toe "Ancora red," the color Mr. de Sarno has made a Gucci signature since taking over as creative director last year. Michele Lamy, who presented the Cultural Innovator award to ASAP Rocky and is the partner and muse of Rick Owens, went full batwing goth. That's not just advertising. It's commitment.

Season's Greetings

Ellie Goulding in a Moncler Genius puffer coatdress. Neil Hall/EPA, via Shutterstock

Gemma Chan in snowy Self-Portrait x Christopher Kane. Neil Hall/EPA, via Shutterstock


Ellie Goulding, in a pristine white Moncler Genius puffer coatdress (a puffer coatdress! Who knew?), and Gemma Chan, in snowy Self-Portrait x Christopher Kane, looked as if they had just stepped off a sleigh after a ball at the North Pole. Santa would definitely approve.
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Streetwear Goes Full Liberace

In their bedazzled hoodies and crystal-embellished T-shirts, hype-driven shoppers may be the last true dandies left.

The Cleveland Browns football player Grant Delpit is one of many male celebs that has caught a case of the spangles. Cleveland Browns



By Jacob Gallagher



Dec 02, 2024 at 10:01 AM

At Patron of the New, a TriBeCa boutique that is to rappers what REI is to hikers, you can shop by brand, or by size, or if you so choose, by sparkles. The store carries a constellation of crystal-embellished clothing: $1,250 vintage T-shirts from Bossi, with rhinestones tacked across the front, the aptly named Starry Night Flannel from the New York label Who Decides War, with petite gems a-twinkling all across it, and a $620 sweatshirt from the Los Angeles label Paly, with rhinestone stars studded on the chest.

"It gives it a little more oomph, feels a little more special," said Jackson Ray, the store's general manager, standing in front of rack stuffed with Bossi's sparkling tees, which he said sell well. (A woman was trying one on as we spoke.)

"It's elevated loungewear," he said, nodding to the fact that rhinestones are landing not on women's heels or the prim gala dresses where crystals have historically found a home, but on shrugged-on casual wear: tees, flannels and sweats.

"When you first think of Swarovski, you would think of women's jewelry, you wouldn't really think of diamond shorts, diamond shirts," said Ayana Avery, 31, a postal worker from Cleveland, N.C. She does streetwear content creation on the side and owns a bevy of bedazzled gear, including kaleidoscopic flannels stippled with rhinestone sunbursts.

Dressing like a chandelier isn't for everyone, but in some corridors of the fashion market, the quiet luxury trend is being snuffed out beneath a pair of Amiri $1,490 crystal sneakers.

"It's a visible statement of your spending power and your taste level," said Jian DeLeon, the men's fashion director at Nordstrom, which stocks extravagant everyday pieces, including a $4,280 crystal-splayed Off-White hoodie and $995 calf-squelching crystaled jeans from Purple Denim.

 Who Decides War

 Jeff Haynes/NBAE, via Getty Images

 Orlando Magic

 Gabriella Angotti-Jones for The New York Times

A sparkly smattering, clockwise from top left: the rhinestone-embellished Glory Flannel by Who Decides War; the Chicago Bulls player Dalen Terry in gemed-out jorts; a twinkly flannel shirt spotted at ComplexCon; and Orlando Magic player Paolo Banchero in a Satoshi Nakamoto T-shirt. Clockwise from top left, Who Decides War; Jeff Haynes/NBAE, via Getty Images; Gabriella Angotti-Jones for The New York Times; Orlando Magic

At ComplexCon, the chaotic streetwear carnival held in Las Vegas last month, bushy-haired attendees wore Ed Hardy hoodies with sparkly gems flowing along the sleeves. N.B.A. tunnels of late have been shimmery as well. See: the shirt-to-sneakers rhinestoned Versace set that Alex Sarr of the Washington Wizards wore to an October game.

Some bedazzled pieces shine with Viper Room va-va-voom, like Balmain's $6,500 rhinestone-studded bomber. Others feel more "A Simple Life" as in Balenciaga's $650 flamingo-pink tee with Bebe written in rhinestones on the front, a seeming Frenchified allusion to the now-downsized mall brand Bebe.

"People don't want to be flat anymore," said the stylist Eric McNeal. Last year, for the Las Vegas Grand Prix, Mr. McNeal styled seven-time Formula One champion Lewis Hamilton in a custom Burberry jacket and trousers crawling with Swarovski crystals, like a wearable Circus Circus sign.

"It weighed a ton, but in the light of Vegas, it worked," Mr. McNeal said. Mr. Hamilton doubled down on the shimmer at this year's Las Vegas race, wearing a custom Tommy Hilfiger get-up that made him twinkle like a deconstructed disco ball.

"People want things that pop out, things that are really a statement," Mr. McNeal said.

That's true for rappers and athletes, for whom sparkly clothes can act as heat-seeking missiles for paparazzi cameras. But in our present attention economy, it also applies to anyone thirsting for likes on social media.

"As the video fit pic has become the lingua franca of online flexing, things that shine when you turn are important," Mr. DeLeon said.

For proof, look to the Instagram video Dylan Lee, 25, who works at an insurance company in San Diego, Calif., recently posted showing off his $340 20k Diamond Jorts from the New York label Birth of Royal Child.

The New York label Birth of Royal Child has sold thousands of its Diamond Collection designs. Birth of a Royal Child

Birth of Royal Child's rhinestone-coated jorts have been particularly popular. Here, the rapper Future wears a pair. Prince Williams/WireImage, via Getty Images


"I'm letting these do the talking today," Mr. Lee says in the clip, as he oscillates slowly, demonstrating how his bedazzled jorts shimmer like rain on asphalt.

With a fittingly baroque brand name, Birth of Royal Child's crystal jorts have become a definitional garment of streetwear's luxury maturation. With hundreds of rhinestones sprawling down the front, these crystaled capri pants look like what Liberace would wear if he was resurrected and decided to play Coachella.

Cheer Guo, the designer of Birth of Royal Child, which was introduced just this year. said it has already sold more than 10,000 of its Diamond Collection pieces, which include flannels, jeans and jackets. She said the company draws in more ostentatious dressers who like "wearing very shiny stuff, not just as a show piece, but for daily wear."

The glittery jorts in particular have found purchase with glittery names. In recent months, the Bills linebacker Von Miller, the Browns wide receiver Jerry Jeudy and rappers like Future and DaBaby (arguably the glam-rock gods of today) have all worn them.

"You're wearing jewelry in a sense, versus just some shorts," Mr. Lee said in an interview. To him, some spangled shorts nod back, pleasingly, to the boisterous, blinged out 2000s, when rappers like Pharrell Williams wore gargantuan Jacob the Jeweler chains.

Streetwear is very much in the throes of an every-20-years trend cycle. Ed Hardy trucker hats, lustrous Pelle Pelle leather jackets and B.B. Simon's gem-coated belts (worn years ago by Madonna and the Diplomats) are all on the rise again. It's of little surprise that a photo of a baby-faced Lil Wayne wearing a Swarovski-studded hoodie from A Bathing Ape in the mid-2000s has been pinging around social media again.

"The '90s to the early 2000s flashy aesthetic is making its way back into fashion," Mr. Lee said. Or at least making its way back to his Instagram account.
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