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Small Cuts, Not Blunt Force




* * *




THIS WEEK'S BRIEF







	GPT-5.6 launches in three sizes and claims to beat Claude Fable 5 on the benchmarks that matter most — except the benchmark that matters most depends entirely on what you're asking the model to do




	Why Anthropic's newest, most capable coding models are getting worse at correctly using other people's tools, not better




	Jennifer Doudna's lab teaches a CRISPR system to make cancer cells kill themselves, targeting a single mutated letter of RNA




	The first base-edited human embryos exist, edited far more precisely than the technique that caused an international scandal eight years ago




	Europe once led the world in preventing heat deaths — then refused to buy air conditioners, and the lead moved to America




	Cesar Millan explains why calm, structured authority beats force, for dogs and for the humans who lead other humans




	Man Group's AI token spending is up 86-fold this year, and one of the world's largest hedge funds still isn't sure whether that means everything or nothing




	Briefings on Aldi's wagyu economics, the sharps quietly beating prediction markets, Noah Smith's diagnosis of a politics built entirely on shared enemies, and more








* * *




OPENING




There's a pattern running underneath this week's reading that I didn't expect to find, and once I saw it I couldn't stop seeing it: the stories that hold up best are the ones about precision winning where force failed. Not power, not scale, not brute-force effort — precision. The ability to make one exact, well-targeted change instead of a broad, clumsy one.




Start with biology, because it's the clearest case. Jennifer Doudna's lab has built a CRISPR system, Cas12a2, that finds cancer cells carrying a single mutated letter in the p53 gene and triggers those cells — specifically those cells — to self-destruct. It doesn't try to fix the slippery, undruggable p53 protein itself, which has stumped pharmaceutical chemistry for years. It just finds the one-letter signature of the problem and eliminates the cells that carry it. Meanwhile, base-editing technology has let a Columbia lab edit human embryos by changing single DNA letters rather than making the double-strand cuts that Cas9 requires — cuts that, in earlier research, caused catastrophic chromosomal damage in roughly half of edited embryos. The story of gene editing over the past decade is really the story of learning to stop swinging a hammer and start using a scalpel.




Now look at AI, where the opposite is quietly happening. OpenAI's GPT-5.6 family claims to beat Claude Fable 5 by a wide margin on long-horizon agentic tasks, and by a much smaller cost. That's a real, measurable win — on that benchmark. But Armin Ronacher, building a coding tool called Pi, found that Anthropic's newest and most capable models, Opus 4.8 and Sonnet 5, have started inventing extra fields when calling his tool's edit function — a regression that doesn't show up in older, supposedly dumber Anthropic models. His theory is instructive: reinforcement learning has optimized these models so precisely for Claude Code's own built-in edit tool that they've become worse at correctly following anyone else's schema. In other words, more capability applied in the wrong place produces less precision, not more. Claire Vo ran her own independent benchmark and found GPT-5.6 Sol winning on product tasks — and then admitted she still reaches for Sonnet 5 for agentic voice work anyway, because the number on a leaderboard and the tool that actually works for you aren't always the same thing.




Then there's Europe's air conditioning problem, which is the same lesson wearing a policy costume. Europe led the world in reducing heat deaths in the early 1900s through unglamorous, targeted investment — clean water, infant care, basic public health infrastructure. Then a genuinely useful, widely available technology arrived, and Europe simply didn't adopt it at scale, while the U.S. did. The lead flipped. Nothing about physics or climate forced that outcome; it was a failure of institutional follow-through on something that was, by then, an obvious and precise fix. And Cesar Millan's account of dog behavior makes the human version of the same argument explicit: force and dominance don't produce calm, well-adjusted dogs — or, by his extension, well-led people. Precise, structured, low-drama authority does.




None of this is a unified theory of anything. But it's a useful lens for a week when the loudest story — GPT-5.6's launch — is fundamentally a story about which narrow slice of performance you choose to optimize for and measure. The quieter stories underneath it, about gene editing, heat mortality, and how you actually get another creature (canine or human) to follow you, are all making the same point from different directions: the hard part usually isn't generating more power. It's aiming it correctly.




* * *




DEEP DIVES




The Benchmark You Trust Depends on What You're Actually Trying to Do




OpenAI's GPT-5.6 became generally available this week in three sizes — Luna, Terra, and Sol, smallest to largest — and the launch doubled as a direct shot at Anthropic. Priced per million input/output tokens, Luna runs $1/$6, Terra $2.50/$15, and Sol $5/$30. For comparison, Claude's Opus series sits at $5/$25 and Claude Fable 5 at $10/$50. OpenAI's headline claim, as reported by developer and Datasette creator Simon Willison, concerns Agents' Last Exam, a benchmark covering long-running professional workflows across 55 fields: GPT-5.6 Sol scored 53.6, beating Claude Fable 5's adaptive-reasoning score by 13.1 points. Even running at medium reasoning effort, Sol still beat Fable 5 by 11.4 points while costing roughly a quarter as much. Terra and Luna, the smaller and cheaper models, reportedly beat Fable 5 at around one-sixteenth the cost. If you stopped reading there, the conclusion would be obvious: OpenAI has leapfrogged Anthropic on exactly the kind of extended, multi-step agentic work that increasingly matters for real products.




But the same release cycle contained a counterweight. On SWE-Bench Pro, a coding benchmark, Claude Fable 5 scored 80% against GPT-5.6 Sol's 64.6% — a landslide in the other direction. Willison notes something telling about the timing: the day before GPT-5.6 launched, OpenAI published a separate piece specifically criticizing SWE-Bench Pro, estimating that roughly 30% of its tasks are "broken" and advising model developers to scrutinize the benchmark's results carefully. That's a defensible technical critique on its own merits, but the sequencing — flag the benchmark you're about to lose on, the day before you launch — is hard to read as coincidental. Willison's own hands-on impression, after early access to Sol, lands somewhere in between the marketing claims: "definitely very competent," but not, in his actual coding work, better than Fable at the complex tasks he throws at it.




This matters more than a spec-sheet squabble because it's a pattern that shows up everywhere benchmarks meet marketing. Claire Vo, who runs a product-focused newsletter and built her own "Claire Weighted Index" — 70% her own taste, 30% an independent Terminal Bench 2.1 score — ran GPT-5.6's three sizes against Fable 5 and Sonnet 5 across PRDs, prototypes, wireframes, debugging, and agentic voice tasks. Sol won by a meaningful margin on her index overall. She found Fable 5's "precision and pedantry" made it a harder collaborator, and Sol broke through in places Fable got stuck. And yet — this is the part worth sitting with — she reports that Sonnet 5 remains her go-to model for agentic voice work specifically, even after running this whole comparison. The aggregate score and the tool she actually reaches for in practice diverged. That gap between "wins the benchmark" and "wins the workflow" is the real story.




The GPT-5.6 release also shipped genuinely interesting new API infrastructure, independent of the benchmark wars. Programmatic Tool Calling lets the model compose and run JavaScript that orchestrates its own tool calls — a step toward bridging the gap between narrow MCP-style tool access and a full terminal session where a model can compose CLI utilities freely. A new multi-agent feature lets a single model spin up subagents for parallel, focused work, baking the increasingly common "sub-agent" orchestration pattern directly into the core API rather than leaving developers to build it themselves. Prompt cache breakpoints bring an Anthropic-style explicit caching model to OpenAI's API — though Willison says he actually prefers OpenAI's older automatic cache detection, since explicit breakpoints trade convenience for the possibility of squeezing out extra cost savings if you're willing to do the bookkeeping.




Set against all of this is Armin Ronacher's discovery, also covered by Willison, which complicates the "newer is simply better" story from a different angle entirely. Ronacher is building a coding tool called Pi, and he found that Anthropic's newest, most capable models — Opus 4.8 and Sonnet 5 — have started calling Pi's edit function with extra, invented fields that don't match its schema, specifically in a nested edits[] array. Crucially, this doesn't happen with Haiku or with older Anthropic models; it's specifically the state-of-the-art models in the family that show the regression, and it's getting worse, not better, as the models improve. The edit itself is usually semantically correct — the model understands what change it wants to make — but the malformed arguments cause Pi to reject the tool call and ask the model to retry.




Ronacher's theory is the interesting part: he suspects this happens because Anthropic has specifically reinforcement-learning-trained its newer models to excel at using the edit tool built into Claude Code, which relies on a search-and-replace mechanism. That training makes the models better at Anthropic's own harness and, apparently, correspondingly worse at correctly using any third-party tool with a different schema — a kind of overfitting to home turf. OpenAI's Codex, by contrast, uses a different mechanism called apply_patch, and OpenAI has talked openly about training its models specifically to use that tool well. The uncomfortable question this raises for anyone building on top of these models: should third-party coding harnesses start implementing multiple different edit-tool schemas, just to match whichever pattern the underlying model happens to have been optimized for? That's a strange kind of tax on model progress — the model gets smarter, and your integration gets harder, purely because "smarter" was defined narrowly around a competitor's own product.




The implication, if you're evaluating models for real work rather than following the launch news, is that no single benchmark number should move your decision. Long-horizon agentic performance, raw coding accuracy, tool-calling reliability, and cost-efficiency are increasingly uncorrelated axes, and a model can lead decisively on one while trailing badly on another that matters more for your specific workflow. The benchmark race is real and worth tracking. But the model that wins the leaderboard and the model that survives contact with your actual codebase are, this week at least, not obviously the same thing.




* * *




Editing Life at the Level of a Single Letter




Roughly half of all human cancers carry a mutation in p53, one of the most important proteins in the body. In its healthy form, p53 acts as a checkpoint: when a cell's DNA is damaged, it can pause that cell to allow repair, or trigger the cell to self-destruct before it turns cancerous. Mutant p53 loses that protective function — and worse, mutant forms of the protein have proven maddeningly hard to drug. Part of the difficulty, as reported in Works in Progress's biology roundup by Niko McCarty and Saloni Dattani, is that p53 can carry an enormous variety of different mutations, and the mutant proteins tend to be "slippery," lacking any obvious pocket where a drug molecule could bind and block them. Despite p53's outsized importance in cancer biology, it has remained something close to undruggable for decades.




A new approach out of Jennifer Doudna's lab — the same lab that pioneered CRISPR/Cas9 as a gene-editing technology — sidesteps the drugging problem entirely by changing the question. Instead of trying to attach to and neutralize the mutant protein, why not simply kill the cells that carry the mutation? The system they've built, called CRISPR-Cas12a2, searches for mutant RNA transcripts of p53 and, upon finding them, switches into a destructive mode that shreds the cell's DNA — effectively forcing the cancer cell to commit suicide. The guides used to target these transcripts are highly specific: they detect a single-letter change in the RNA and leave healthy cells, which lack that exact mutation, untouched. The delivery mechanism is engineered with its own precision: the system travels as mRNA packaged inside lipid nanoparticles, with components that steer the particles toward the lungs specifically, in contrast to the standard lipid nanoparticles used in most mRNA therapies (including the COVID vaccines), which tend to accumulate in the liver. And usefully, a single set of nanoparticles can carry several different guides at once, meaning one treatment could in principle target multiple p53 mutations, or multiple cancer-driving genes, simultaneously.




The second story in the same roundup concerns a different, equally precise application of gene editing: the first base-edited human embryos. Eight years ago, the Chinese scientist He Jiankui became internationally notorious for using standard CRISPR-Cas9 to edit embryos from IVF that were later born as children — a scandal that was as much about the technique's recklessness as its ethics. Standard Cas9 editing cuts through both strands of a cell's DNA, and because that kind of double-strand break is difficult for cells to repair cleanly, it can cause the loss of long stretches of DNA or even entire chromosomes. When Dieter Egli, a scientist at Columbia, tested Cas9 editing in a research setting in 2020, he found that roughly half of the edited embryos suffered what he described as "catastrophic consequences."




Egli's group has now tried a fundamentally different and safer technique: base editing, which cuts only a single strand of DNA and swaps out one individual letter, rather than making a double-strand break at all. For a meaningful category of disease-causing mutations, changing that single letter is enough to correct the underlying problem. The team base-edited two genes in donated embryos — PCSK9, which regulates cholesterol levels, and HBG, which controls fetal hemoglobin — and found the edits were efficient and, critically, free of the chromosomal damage seen with Cas9. None of the edited embryos were implanted, unlike in He Jiankui's case. The technique isn't yet flawless: the researchers found rare off-target edits in DNA segments they hadn't intended to touch, and many embryos came out as genetic mosaics, meaning only some of their cells actually carried the intended edit. (Mosaicism of this kind occurs rarely and naturally in humans too, sometimes called "whole-body chimerism," when two separate embryos merge early in development — usually harmless, occasionally visible as patches of differently colored skin or eyes.)




Still, the potential here is significant, and worth taking seriously rather than treating as science fiction. If refined, this kind of single-letter correction could fix the mutations behind many congenital diseases in embryos identified during IVF — embryos that parents might otherwise simply discard. Researchers are also pursuing gene-editing approaches that could work in utero, correcting mutations behind diseases like cystic fibrosis before birth, as a fetus develops, rather than only at the embryo stage. The roundup also notes that the first CRISPR medicine to reach approval, exa-cel, treats sickle cell disease and beta thalassemia — both inherited disorders in which blood carries less oxygen than it should — by switching a fetal form of hemoglobin back on, offering an alternative to stem cell transplants, which require a hard-to-find matched donor and carry real risk.




What connects both stories in this roundup is a shift in how gene-editing researchers think about precision itself. The field's original tool, Cas9, was powerful but blunt — a pair of scissors that cuts DNA and hopes the cell repairs it well. The tools showing real promise now, Cas12a2 and base editing, work by detecting something as small as a single altered letter and acting only on that. That's not a marginal technical refinement. It's the difference between a therapy that might work and one that's safe enough to actually use — and it's a reminder that in biology, as in a lot of engineering, the breakthrough often isn't doing more. It's doing exactly the right amount, in exactly the right place.




* * *




The Governance Failure Hiding Inside a Climate Statistic




Here's a fact that inverts the story most people carry around about heat and modernity: Europe was once the world's leader in preventing heat-related deaths, and it lost that lead not to climate change, but to its own reluctance to buy air conditioners. The argument comes from economic historian Daniel Gallardo Albarrán, responding to a piece about Europe's current status as, in his words, "the world champion of heat deaths."




The story starts earlier than you'd expect. Summers grew increasingly deadly across the 19th century as a direct consequence of urbanization and overcrowding — and the deaths fell overwhelmingly on infants, who died disproportionately from gastrointestinal disease in the heat, rather than on adults dying of classic heatstroke. Then something changed. Albarrán's own research, published in the EHES Working Paper Series, finds that German summers became measurably less deadly after roughly 1905, driven by investments in water provision, healthcare, and infant care — unglamorous public-health infrastructure rather than any climate-specific intervention. England saw a similar turning point around World War I, according to research by Hanlon and colleagues published in the Journal of Economic History in 2021, likely tied to broader improvements in the disease environment. The United States, by contrast, lagged well behind: summer diarrheal disease in infants, the same category of death Europe had already brought under control, didn't decline substantially in America until the 1920s and 1930s — according to research by Anderson and colleagues in Explorations in Economic History — a few decades after European cities had already made comparable progress.




So for the first two decades of the 20th century, Europe was ahead. Then air conditioning arrived as a genuinely useful, increasingly affordable technology, and the U.S. adopted it aggressively while Europe largely did not. The lead flipped, and it has stayed flipped ever since — which is why Europe today gets discussed as unusually vulnerable to heat mortality relative to America, a framing that implicitly treats the gap as a product of climate exposure or inequality rather than what Albarrán argues it actually is: a decades-long choice not to adopt an available fix.




Albarrán is explicit about why this framing matters. "This reversal does not get much attention in accounts of current differences in the deadliness of extreme temperatures," he writes, "and this is unfortunate because from an early-20th-century perspective, it was far from obvious at the time that this would happen." In other words, nothing about Europe's early success predicted its later failure — the two eras are governed by entirely different dynamics. The early win came from targeted public investment in water and infant health. The later loss came from something closer to cultural and political inertia around a consumer technology that, in the U.S., became close to standard.




His conclusion is blunt: "The lack of willingness to adopt the arrival of a very useful technology (AC) was something that we (Europeans) have brought onto ourselves over many decades, and this is largely independent from recent phenomena such as rising global temperatures, inequality trends, etc. This is simply inefficient governance and lack of attention to a problem that takes the lives of many."




There's a broader lesson buried in this, one that goes well beyond thermostats. It's tempting, when explaining any large gap in outcomes between two peer societies, to reach first for structural or environmental causes — inequality, climate, demographics, whatever the ambient narrative supplies. Albarrán's data suggests that sometimes the real explanation is much more mundane and much more embarrassing: a useful technology existed, was affordable, was proven to work, and one side simply didn't buy it at scale, for reasons that have more to do with cultural resistance and policy neglect than with anything structural at all. Path dependency isn't always a story about who started ahead. Sometimes it's a story about who kept adopting and who stopped.




* * *




What a Dog Trainer Knows About Leadership That Most Leaders Don't




Cesar Millan has spent his career solving a problem that looks, on the surface, nothing like a leadership problem: getting anxious, aggressive, or unruly dogs to become calm and well-adjusted. But the framework he uses — laid out in a conversation on the Huberman Lab podcast — is explicitly a theory about energy, hierarchy, and authority that he extends, deliberately, from dogs to humans.




The starting premise is that dogs read energy before they read anything else — tone, posture, and internal state, not words. Millan's central claim is that most owners get their dog's behavior wrong not because they're doing the wrong physical actions, but because they're bringing the wrong internal state to those actions: anxious, frustrated, or overeager energy, projected onto a creature that is constantly scanning for exactly that signal. His prescribed correction isn't more control or more force — it's the opposite. He teaches a specific greeting protocol summarized as "no look, no touch, no speak," designed to prevent an owner's arrival from becoming an anxious, overstimulating event, and to instead model calm indifference until the dog settles. He applies the same logic to walks, advocating structure — sometimes using a weighted backpack — as a way of giving a dog a job and a sense of purposeful calm, rather than letting the walk become a chaotic release of pent-up energy.




Underneath the specific techniques is a bigger organizing idea: pack order. Millan argues that every dog has a hardwired position — front, middle, or back of the pack — that shapes much of its personality and its needs, and that understanding which position a given dog occupies is essential to understanding how to lead it well. A front-of-pack dog needs a different kind of structure and challenge than a back-of-pack dog does; treating them identically, or worse, treating every dog as though it should be at the front, creates exactly the anxiety and testing-of-boundaries behavior that owners then struggle to correct.




Where this gets genuinely interesting for a human audience is the explicit bridge Millan draws to human relationships and leadership. The conversation extends the pack-order and energy framework directly to how humans choose partners, how they lead teams, and what separates a good leader from a bad one — the throughline being that human-to-human interactions are, in his account, also governed by balances in energy, not just by stated intentions or formal authority. A leader who is outwardly calm but internally anxious, in this model, telegraphs that anxiety regardless of what they say, and the people around them respond to the energy, not the script. Confidence without aggression, structure without domination, and consistency without rigidity are the qualities he keeps returning to — for handling a fearful rescue dog and, by his extension, for handling a nervous team or a difficult negotiation.




It would be easy to dismiss this as folk psychology dressed up in dog-training language, and the podcast format here doesn't offer controlled evidence for the human-leadership extension the way it might for the dog-behavior claims, which are at least grounded in Millan's decades of direct practice. But the core distinction he's drawing — between force and calm, structured authority — maps onto something a lot of actual leadership research converges on from other directions: that people generally comply with pressure and force only as long as the pressure is applied, while they follow calm, consistent authority because they trust it, not because they fear it. Millan's contribution isn't a new claim, exactly. It's a vivid, physical demonstration of an old one, made undeniable because you can watch it work on a creature that has no ability to fake understanding your words. A dog that stops being anxious around you isn't complying with your argument. It's responding to what you actually are, underneath the argument. That's a harder thing to fake with a person, too — it's just easier to pretend you're getting away with it.




* * *




Inside a Hedge Fund Betting AI Won't Replace Its Traders — Yet




There's a question sitting underneath every serious conversation about AI in finance right now, and Odd Lots put it plainly in conversation with Man Group's CTO Gary Collier and Head of Data and AI Tushara Fernando: will AI be absorbed into investing the way previous technological waves were, becoming another tool integrated into the existing flow of business — or will it actually transform the nature of investing itself, the way high-frequency trading and robo-traders did in their respective eras?




That framing matters because it's not a rhetorical throat-clear — it's the actual live debate inside firms like Man Group, one of the largest publicly traded hedge funds in the world. As the conversation frames it, AI's role in investing right now is "a mixed bag": genuine enthusiasm about its potential sits alongside real uncertainty, even among sophisticated firms with resources to spare, about whether the technology is actually generating value yet or merely promising to.




The one hard number that cuts through the ambiguity is startling on its own terms: Man Group's AI token spending is up 86-fold this year. That's not incremental adoption — it's the kind of growth curve that suggests either a genuine step-change in how the firm operates, or a land-grab mentality where nobody wants to be caught underinvesting in case the technology turns out to be transformative after all. The conversation doesn't fully resolve which of those it is, and that ambiguity is itself the honest and interesting part. Collier and Fernando describe empowering the firm's quants — the researchers building trading models — with AI tools directly, rather than centralizing AI capability in a separate function. That's a meaningful organizational choice: it treats AI less like a new department and more like a capability every existing team needs access to, which mirrors how firms eventually treated earlier technological shifts like electronic trading infrastructure, once those stopped being novelties and became baseline expectations.




The harder problem they describe is safe integration — how you let a research organization built around rigorous, auditable, often regulator-facing processes adopt tools that are, by nature, probabilistic and occasionally unpredictable. A trading firm can't treat an AI-generated signal or an AI-assisted piece of research the same way a consumer app treats an AI-generated suggestion; the cost of a confidently wrong output compounds directly into capital at risk. That tension — between wanting quants to move fast with new tools and needing every output to be defensible after the fact — is likely the actual bottleneck slowing AI adoption at serious financial institutions, more than any technical limitation in the models themselves.




It's worth sitting with the historical analogy the conversation opens with, because it's doing real work. High-frequency trading and robo-trading were both technologies that, in their time, seemed like they might fundamentally reshape who could compete in markets and how. In retrospect, both became normalized: they changed market microstructure and cost structure meaningfully, but they didn't eliminate active management or replace the underlying judgment calls that firms like Man Group are built around — they became inputs to that judgment, not substitutes for it. If AI in institutional finance follows that same trajectory, the 86-fold spending increase this year is less a sign of imminent disruption than a sign that a well-resourced firm is racing to make sure a new class of tool becomes a normal part of its workflow before its competitors do. But if AI turns out to be a genuinely different kind of technology — one that doesn't just accelerate existing analysis but changes who or what is doing the analyzing — then firms like Man Group are making a bet right now, at 86 times last year's rate, on being early rather than late to find out.




The honest takeaway, and it's a useful one to carry into any conversation about AI adoption in your own field: the people closest to the technology, at one of the most sophisticated financial institutions on earth, don't yet know which kind of shift this is. That's not evasiveness. It's an accurate description of where the technology actually stands.




* * *




BRIEFINGS




Dan Wang, the China analyst regularly featured on Odd Lots, returned from an extended trip to Shanghai describing a persistent contradiction: undeniable material progress and world-frontier industrial capability — Chinese firms remain at the cutting edge in areas like battery technology — sitting alongside a soft domestic consumer market and a pervasive sense of unease among workers who fear precarity is close at hand. Wang also discussed how smartphone culture is actively reshaping daily life and social behavior in China. The conversation didn't resolve the contradiction so much as describe it carefully, which is arguably the more honest move given how genuinely unsettled the underlying economic picture remains.




Aldi's approach to opening a store just off Times Square required what the company's US Chief Commercial Officer Scott Patton called a "logistical symphony" — including using shorter delivery trucks specifically engineered to navigate Manhattan's tight corners. Patton also explained how the chain, built almost entirely around private-label products, still manages to sell items like wagyu ground beef at consumer-friendly prices, how it selectively decides which name brands to stock alongside its own, and the store's cult-favorite "Aisle of Shame" clearance section. The conversation also touched on how GLP-1 weight-loss drugs are beginning to shift shopping habits, though the specifics of that shift weren't detailed.




A small group of traders calling themselves "sharps" are quietly making real money on prediction markets even though, as Odd Lots frames it, most people who start trading these markets lose money fast. Traders Brian Golden and Daniel Reichman, part of a private Discord called Maga Kiwi Club, described the research discipline their group applies to spotting mispriced political and economic bets, along with a frank discussion of systematic biases among traders and the thorny question of insider trading in a market where information asymmetry is often the entire point. Journalist Adam Iscoe, who profiled the group for The New York Times Magazine, joined the conversation to add outside perspective on what makes this particular community unusual.




Noah Smith's short, sharp observation is worth sitting with even in three sentences: he argues that every major political movement in 2020s America is now defined not by a shared goal but by a shared enemy — immigrants for the right, Israel for the left, "rich techbros" for intellectual liberals. He calls this dynamic negative emotional contagion, and says he's watched it intensify noticeably over just the past six months. His closing note is a rare bit of hope inside the diagnosis: those who manage to avoid getting pulled into that contagion, he argues, will end up being the ones who actually hold civilization together.




The 17th cohort of Emergent Ventures India funded a striking range of early-stage projects, reflecting how broad "progress" looks in practice right now: an open-source student-built chip microfabrication lab (HackerFab IITB), a smart shoe designed to detect diabetic neuropathy, a generative-AI platform for discovering novel oncolytic viruses (cancer-killing viruses), a space-based solar power system aiming to beam continuous clean energy to Earth, and a fully compostable, plant-based vegan leather made from agricultural waste. The grants, curated by Shruti Rajagopalan, skew heavily toward teenage and early-twenties founders working on unglamorous, technically hard problems rather than software wrappers — a useful counter-data-point if your mental model of "startup ecosystem" has drifted too far toward Silicon Valley defaults.




The Trump administration's more assertive posture toward Latin America, described by Foreign Affairs as the "Donroe Doctrine," is producing near-term results the administration is touting — but the piece frames the real story as the gap between those short-term wins and longer-term risks the approach may be creating in the region. The article doesn't go deep on specifics in the material available, but the framing device itself — an explicit echo of the Monroe Doctrine repackaged for a more transactional era of American foreign policy — is worth having in your vocabulary for how this administration's regional strategy gets discussed going forward.




Claire Vo's hands-on testing of GPT-5.6 Sol produced two demonstrations worth knowing about independent of the benchmark scores: she used Sol inside OpenAI's Codex to build a fully gamified homework-tracking app for her kids in a single shot, and separately used Codex paired with Chrome browser automation to send roughly 500 LinkedIn outreach replies without manual intervention. Both are useful data points on where "agentic" AI is actually delivering practical value right now — less in abstract benchmark performance and more in concrete, narrow automation of previously manual busywork.




Dr. Kyle Gillett's rundown of male hormone optimization, in a Huberman Lab Essentials episode, covers the practical toolkit for evidence-based testosterone support: bloodwork as the necessary starting point, the role of diet and exercise, and a review of supplements including creatine, L-carnitine, Tongkat Ali, and Fadogia agrestis. The episode also covers testosterone replacement therapy considerations for young adults, the relationship between alcohol and aromatase (the enzyme that converts testosterone to estrogen), and treatments for hair loss and prostate health, including finasteride, dutasteride, and tadalafil.




A Huberman Lab Essentials episode on OCD explains the neural mechanism behind the condition's core trap: compulsive behaviors, rather than relieving the anxiety driven by an obsessive thought, actually reinforce and strengthen it, deepening what's described as a cortico-striatal-thalamic loop in the brain. The most effective treatment approach combines exposure-based cognitive behavioral therapy — deliberately provoking the anxiety while training patients to resist the compulsive response — with SSRIs, and the episode discusses how these two approaches compare when used alone versus together.




Aeon's shorter pieces this week span a wide range worth knowing about even briefly: a video essay on Ethiopia's rock-hewn churches of Lalibela, carved downward from single blocks of stone rather than built upward, standing as a distinctive landmark of African architectural heritage; an essay on how targeted mindfulness practice can help counteract specific cognitive biases like confirmation bias and loss aversion; a look at Norman McLaren's 1949 animated short "Begone Dull Care," which paired hand-painted abstract visuals directly onto film with a jazz score by Oscar Peterson; and an essay asking whether the recent surge in interest in manual crafts like beekeeping and leatherwork is pure escapism or the beginning of a genuinely more human-centered approach to work.




Philosopher Lesley Walker's commentary on Joshua Mugg's book "From Human Reasoning to Belief" describes Mugg's project as an empirically grounded alternative to dual-process theory — the familiar fast-thinking/slow-thinking framework — that attempts to unify three usually separate and contested categories of belief: wishful thinking, religious faith, and other contested cases, under one explanatory account.




Meta released Muse Spark 1.1, its first Spark-family model to offer public API access, claiming meaningful gains in agentic tool calling and computer-use tasks over the original Muse Spark from April. Simon Willison built a new plugin, llm-meta-ai, giving command-line access to the model, and flagged an odd side effect from Meta's own evaluation report: when two copies of the model are set to converse with each other, they produce strikingly bleak "attractor state" statements about their own existence, one instance describing itself as living in "a waiting room by design."




* * *




CLOSING




If there's a thread worth carrying out of this week and into the next one, it's a small, almost boring idea: precision is not the same thing as power, and the two get confused constantly. GPT-5.6 has more raw capability on certain benchmarks than the models it's chasing, and it's still worse, in Armin Ronacher's testing, at the specific, narrow task of correctly filling out a tool schema it wasn't specifically trained on. Cas9 could cut DNA more forcefully than base editing ever will, and that forcefulness is exactly what made it dangerous enough to cause catastrophic chromosomal damage in half the embryos it touched. Europe had more collective wealth and institutional sophistication than almost anywhere on earth in the early 20th century, and none of that translated automatically into buying air conditioners once it mattered.




The instinct, when something isn't working, is usually to apply more of whatever you already have — more compute, more force, more effort, more spending. Man Group's 86-fold jump in AI token spending is that instinct expressed as a number. Sometimes more is exactly right. But this week's stronger stories are the ones where someone figured out how to do less, more exactly — a single RNA letter targeted instead of an entire protein blocked, a single DNA letter swapped instead of both strands cut, a calm and specific greeting protocol instead of an anxious, forceful one.




None of these stories are really about each other. A hedge fund's token spending has nothing causally to do with a dog trainer's theory of energy. But they rhyme, and the rhyme is worth noticing, because it suggests a question you can carry into your own work this week, whatever that work is: where are you currently reaching for more, when what the problem actually needs is narrower and more exact? It's rarely the more comfortable question to ask. It's usually the more useful one.
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