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How Amazon workers made glamour a form of protest

theconversation.com · Eileen G'Sell, Teaching Professor in College Writing, Washington University in St. Louis

GettyImages Strutting down the catwalk in a Cindy Castro frock, 37-year-old Amazon worker Samari Jomar Mercado looked like an ethereal punk-rock fairy: sleeve tattoos, lace bag on her wrist and a white ribbon billowing from her nape like a flag. After a dramatic pivot and pit pose, she paused to salute her rapturous crowd.


“For years she worked 10 hours a day, six days a week … lifting heavy items at a fast pace,” emcee Lisa Ann Walter announced as Mercado sauntered by. “She circulated a petition among her co-workers and filed an OSHA complaint about air quality … and is here today to show others that you don’t have to be afraid to speak up.”


“Ball Without Billionaires,” the May 4, 2026, fashion show in New York’s Meatpacking District, featured models who were employees from Amazon, Whole Foods and The Washington Post. The goal was to protest the Met Gala that was set to take place 5 miles away, a star-studded soiree co-chaired by Amazon founder Jeff Bezos and his wife, Lauren Sánchez Bezos.


“So let those billionaires have their Met Party,” scoffed co-host Gabriella Karefa-Johnson. “We’re going to do something way more fabulous down here!”


As I watched reel after reel of the Ball Without Billionaires spill from my Instagram feed, it was clear that the downtown labor rally worked precisely because the runway models really – to wield the term made mainstream by drag queen RuPaul – “werked.” 


The word has its origins in queer ballroom parlance. According to media scholar madison moore, it refers to “a type of aesthetic labor … seen on the body [that] highlights the effort that goes into making memorable aesthetic moments happen.” 


In other words, the poise, verve and bravado displayed by the models were part of the activism that was on display – not merely a front for a larger cause.


“[G]reat style is never simply style for style’s sake,” writes moore in “Fabulous: The Rise of the Beautiful Eccentric.” “It’s also a form of protest, a revolt against the forms and systems that oppress and torture us all every day.”


In fact, in a time when artificial intelligence imperils the livelihoods – and lives – of laborers across economic classes, sumptuous spectacle can be an act of resistance in its own right.


I would never claim that glamour could undo the exploitative, demoralizing reality of so many jobs in the Bezos era. But political movements that reject the mysterious pleasures of artifice are only doing themselves a disservice by excluding those who otherwise would be ideologically aligned with them. 


Pleasure vs. purity tests


Purity tests related to flashy femininity have been around for a long time. 


But as I argue in my recent book “Lipstick,” self-adornment can be an act of willful self-determination and creativity; a love of visual panache need not be wholly shunned as a sign of materialism and superficiality. It can even unite people across differences through joyful sartorial flourishes in public space.


So why aren’t more people signing up for decadent dissidence?


Whether it’s stigmas against shiny fabrics or traffic-stopping lip shades, anti-glamour sentiments go all the way back to the late 19th century, a period when early feminism overlapped with Victorian mores around feminine modesty and virtue. 


While not all feminists back then rejected frippery, those with the loudest voices tended to come from elite New England families that prized simplicity and self-restraint.


Nearly a century later, many feminists saw glamour as a tool of oppression. During the 1968 Miss America protests in Atlantic City, New Jersey, demonstrators from the National Women’s Liberation Movement threw items associated with restrictive beauty standards – including cosmetics, false eyelashes, hairspray, girdles and bras – into a “Freedom Trash Can.” 



            [image: Women march and hold signs, including one that reads 'Can make-up cover the wounds of our opression?']
            
              Demonstrators from the National Women’s Liberation Movement picket the 1968 Miss America Pageant in Atlantic City, N.J.
              Bettmann/Getty Images
            
          

The antipathy of left-wing movements toward glamour usually stems from justified concerns over the harms of what Karl Marx dubbed “commodity fetishism.” When a satin skirt or silk scarf is valued primarily for the status endowed upon its wearer – rather than its functionality as clothing – products take on a mystical status. This can obscure economic realities, including the all-too-common exploitation of the workers who made the clothing.


In his seminal 1972 book, “Ways of Seeing,” art critic and socialist John Berger argued that glamour was merely the “happiness of being envied” and that people were trying to transform themselves through buying more and more products they didn’t really need. 


So it’s no wonder that anyone wary of misogyny and capitalism might also be wary of fashion and beauty culture – which, at least superficially, augurs only the transient thrill of surface-level gratification. 


That said, I think a sanctimonious stance against glamour only winnows the coalition of people willing to speak truth to power.


Beauty as resistance


During my research for “Lipstick,” I surveyed nearly 100 cisgender women, transgender women and nonbinary people between the ages of 18 and 78. Whether painting one’s pout was deemed empowering or degrading often reflected the feminine expectations of different generations. 


Those who came of age in the past three decades of the 20th century were often more ambivalent about what lipstick – and bright makeup in general – signaled to others. Part of that tension comes from makeup being seen as an obligation – of womanhood, of courtship, of work attire – which, as I argue in “Lipstick,” often precludes it from being a form of creative expression. 


On the other hand, when self-adornment isn’t tied to the pressure to conform, it can become a practice that privileges play, experimentation and transformation.  


In her essay “Beauty Laid Bare: Aesthetics in the Ordinary,” the late radical feminist bell hooks argues that “[l]earning to see and appreciate the presence of beauty is an act of resistance in a culture of domination that recognizes the production of a pervasive feeling of lack, both material and spiritual, as a useful colonizing strategy.”


To take it a step further, everyday glamour among the marginalized and working class reveals that a fierce look has little to do with luxury designers and their exorbitant price tags. The blue collar can also bedazzle.





Don’t ‘throw out the bubblebath and the baby’


Much contemporary anti-glamour sentiment betrays a strain of misogyny, even when wielded by women of good intent. 


Some of this antagonism falls under what independent scholar Sophie Lewis calls “feminist machismo.” As examples, Lewis points to feminist legal scholar Catherine MacKinnon dismissing femininity as women kowtowing to their own sexual degradation and columnist Moira Donegan mocking the “girlish silliness” of Katy Perry.   


In Lewis’ forthcoming book “Femmephilia” – a text that extols both bombshell Marilyn Monroe and Beat poet Diane Di Prima – the author wryly asserts, “In villainizing the power and pleasure of the womanish tout court, cultural feminists throw out the bubblebath and the baby.”


History provides multiple instances in which feminists not only fought against the patriarchy but also unabashedly embraced feminine pleasure. 


At New York mayor Zohran Mamdani’s inauguration, singer-songwriter Lucy Dacus sang “Bread and Roses,” a labor and suffragist anthem based on a 1912 strike of the same name. Led largely by immigrant women who wanted higher pay and better working conditions at their Massachusetts textile factory, the strikes were the first in which song played a crucial role.


“We want bread, but we want roses, too!” read one of the picket signs, suggesting that a good life is not made of mere subsistence but of sweet-smelling extras.


Whether it’s “Bread and Roses” or “Bread and Lipstick,” the credo is the same: People need beauty and pleasure – and, yes, even glitz – to make life worth living. Events like Ball Without Billionaires seem to usher in a new chapter in activism – one in which solidarity might also be forged in stilettos.


“I have never felt so much love and empowerment with a crowd,” Mercado told her Instagram followers a few days after her runway debut. “Labor is art, art is culture and culture is ours. We demand better and we deserve better.”

Eileen G'Sell does not work for, consult, own shares in or receive funding from any company or organization that would benefit from this article, and has disclosed no relevant affiliations beyond their academic appointment.


Original: https://theconversation.com/how-amazon-workers-made-glamour-a-form-of-protest-282959
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World Cup creates perfect conditions for infectious diseases to spread – here are the biggest threats health experts are watching for

theconversation.com · Andrés Henao, Associate Professor of Medicine and Infectious Disease, University of Colorado Anschutz

When the 2026 FIFA World Cup begins on June 11, 2026, matches will be played across 16 cities in the United States, Canada and Mexico. Millions of fans will arrive through multiple airports and will pack into stadiums, airports, hotels, bars and public transit systems over five weeks. 


That makes the World Cup not just a sporting event but a weekslong experiment in global mixing that creates a perfect environment for infectious diseases to spread. Events of this scale rarely cause major outbreaks, but they do create opportunities for outbreaks and for health systems to be tested. 


The possibilities range from the dramatic but unlikely (an imported Ebola case) to the much more probable (flu and measles spreading through crowded venues) and the  largely overlooked (spikes in sexually transmitted infections and mosquito-borne diseases gaining footholds in new areas). 


As an infectious diseases physician studying how outbreaks affect peoples’ health, and an avid soccer fan – I root for the Colombian team  – I have been watching closely as public health experts prepare for the event. 


Here are some of the infectious disease threats they are monitoring as the world’s largest sporting event kicks off:


Ebola – scary but unlikely


In May 2026, the World Health Organization declared a global health emergency over an Ebola outbreak in the Democratic Republic of Congo and Uganda caused by a rare strain called Bundibugyo, which kills roughly 1 in 3 people it infects. 


No approved vaccines, rapid diagnostic tests or treatments exist for this strain. And the global response has been complicated by deep cuts to international health aid and the U.S. withdrawal from the World Health Organization. 


If a case is detected, rapid identification and isolation are critical to prevent further local transmission. 


Still, the risk of Ebola reaching a World Cup stadium is very low. That’s because the virus spreads only through direct contact with bodily fluids like blood or saliva, not through the air, and infected people aren’t contagious until they show symptoms.  


The U.S. has banned entry for non-U.S. citizens and green card holders who have been in the affected countries in the past 21 days and is screening all passengers traveling from affected areas. It is also urging European countries to embrace similar procedures as World Cup travel picks up. Mexico and Canada also have travel restrictions in place.



            [image: A stadium packed full of World Cup fans]
            
              Crowds at a Moscow stadium during the 2018 World Cup show that this massive sporting event is a weeks-long experiment in global mixing that creates a perfect environment for infectious diseases to spread.
              Claudio Villa - FIFA/FIFA via Getty Images
            
          

Measles, flu and COVID-19 – the bigger dangers


The more likely threats for soccer fans attending the World Cup are respiratory infections — illnesses spread by coughing, sneezing and breathing in crowded spaces. 


Of special concern is measles, which is surging in the United States as well as in Canada and Mexico. As of June 4, the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention has confirmed 2,030 cases of measles in the U.S. in 2026 – close to the total count for all of 2025 and significantly higher than in previous years. 


Measles is one of the most contagious infectious diseases on the planet. A single infectious traveler passing through Denver International Airport in 2025 triggered an outbreak of at least 10 cases. An infected fan in the stands, at an airport or in a bar could easily cause an outbreak.


On top of that, the 2025–2026 flu season reached a 30-year high, and COVID-19 continues to cause an estimated 290,000 to 450,000 hospitalizations per year. And big gatherings can amplify the risk of transmission.


In the background, avian influenza H5N1 — the bird flu circulating in dairy cows and poultry — has caused 70 human infections in the U.S. since 2024. No person-to-person spread has been detected, but scientists are watching closely for mutations that could change that. 


Mosquito risks


Mosquito-borne diseases add another layer of risk to health authorities and travelers, especially for matches in southern U.S. and Mexican host cities during peak summer mosquito season. 


Dengue – a tropical virus that causes high fever, severe body aches and sometimes life-threatening complications – set a U.S. record in 2024, with nearly 3,800 cases. That was a 359% jump over the prior 14-year average. 


Most cases occurred in travelers returning from the Caribbean and Central America. Still, locally acquired cases have cropped up, mainly in Los Angeles. 


There’s also the risk that fans will bring infectious diseases from their home countries. 


Yellow fever, a potentially deadly viral infection, is absent from the U.S. but remains a threat to fans traveling from parts of Sub-Saharan Africa and South America, where the disease is native. A 2024 yellow fever outbreak in South America outside the Amazonian jungle, where transmission generally occurs, hinted that its spread to urban areas is possible.


And Oropouche virus, a once-obscure mosquito-borne illness, exploded across Latin America in 2024 in the largest epidemic ever recorded, with over 8,000 confirmed cases in Brazil alone. Although  infection is usually mild, it can have dangerous complications such as brain inflammation and bleeding disorders and can harm a developing fetus. No vaccines or treatments exist. 


Travelers carrying these infections may need medical care, but familiarity with them among U.S. physicians tends to be low. There’s also a small risk that illnesses may spread locally through mosquito bites. 



            
            Public health experts are scaling up disease monitoring and making other preparations to help keep World Cup travelers safe.
          

Sexually transmitted infections under the radar


One category of possible risk that’s getting less media attention is sexually transmitted infections. 


About 1 in 5 international travelers engages in casual sex, according to one study, and nearly half of those encounters are unprotected. 


Mpox, a viral infection that spreads through close physical contact, continues to circulate in the U.S and is a particular concern at large public events. Syphilis is also seeing a global resurgence. 


Public health in action


Public health authorities across the U.S., Canada and Mexico have scaled up monitoring efforts amid preparations for keeping World Cup travelers safe.


In the U.S., a coalition of academic institutions, companies, nonprofits and public health organizations led by Georgetown University and nonprofit healthcare provider MedStar Health, called the Health Security Operations Center, will be keeping close tabs on disease transmission during the event. But some experts have raised concerns about U.S. resilience to public health threats at the World Cup due to significant cuts to public health infrastructure since 2025, including to the CDC.


Fans can take several steps of their own to protect themselves. They can make sure their routine vaccinations – especially measles, flu and COVID-19 – are up to date; practice safe sex; use mosquito repellent; and stay home or wear a mask if they feel sick.

Andrés Henao receives funding from University of Colorado Asnchutz Medical Campus 


Original: https://theconversation.com/world-cup-creates-perfect-conditions-for-infectious-diseases-to-spread-here-are-the-biggest-threats-health-experts-are-watching-for-284700
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Building more renewable energy sources means rethinking land use for agriculture and conservation

theconversation.com · Adam Gallaher, Assistant Professor of Geography and Environmental Studies, Central Michigan University

Large-scale solar power plants are key elements of energy policies in New York and other states. Lev Radin/Pacific Press/LightRocket via Getty ImagesThe state of New York could meet its goal of building 46 gigawatts of large-scale solar by midcentury, but not without making difficult choices in how land is used across the state. 


That’s the overall finding of an analysis several colleagues and I have made in that state. It’s an issue that other states, and the U.S. as a whole, are facing as they seek to shift electricity generation from fossil fuels to renewable sources, such as wind and solar.


The question of land use arises because power plants that burn coal and natural gas can produce large amounts of electricity from relatively small areas of land – but solar requires more space to generate the same amount of electricity. 


That means deciding which land to build on, and why. 





It’s often convenient to build solar projects in pastures and hay fields, for instance. But the dairy industry and agriculture more generally are key components in New York state’s economy, and building in agricultural areas would leave less land for those important industries. However, protecting farmland could lead solar developers to consider using existing forests. Yet forests not only soak up carbon dioxide from the atmosphere, helping reduce the effects of fossil-fuel emissions that are changing the global climate, but also support biodiversity by providing important habitat for wildlife. Basically, deciding to prioritize one type of land use means shifting that amount of development pressure to land now being used for other purposes.


As a geographer, I study these trade-offs and their inherent tensions to better understand how to determine the best way to use a particular piece of land to reduce carbon emissions. One of the primary obstacles to building more large-scale solar is the drawn-out debate over where to put it. Typical decision-making factors include farmland loss, wildlife habitat, rural landscapes and who ultimately uses the energy. The results will determine who benefits from the expansion of renewable energy and who bears the ecological and social costs.





A changing energy landscape


Solar energy is the fastest-growing source of electricity in the U.S., with nearly 397 gigawatts waiting to come on line as of 2025. Of that, 70 gigawatts of generating capacity is expected to come on line in 2026 and 2027 – on top of the nearly 148 gigawatts operating at the end of 2025.


This represents progress toward reducing carbon emissions but also requires vast tracts of repurposed land. For example, a 100-megawatt solar project could require approximately 417 acres of land, roughly the same area as 316 American football fields, based on a conservative power density of 0.24 megawatts per acre. Therefore, the 70 gigawatts of solar energy expected to come on line in the next two years will require just over 320,000 acres of land, or about 242,424 football fields, about 53% of which is expected to displace farmland. Additionally, those projects are expected to replace roughly 22,000 acres of forest and just under 10,000 acres of wetlands.





Dual-use alternatives


Energy, agriculture and conservation don’t have to be mutually exclusive uses of land. Instead, land can be managed more efficiently by integrating multiple uses, commonly referred to as colocation.


Grazing livestock or growing crops underneath or between rows of raised solar panels, known as agrivoltaics, is one way to keep land available for agriculture while also generating electricity.


Another approach, known as ecovoltaics, involves designing solar projects to equally support renewable energy and ecosystem services, such as providing habitat for pollinators or reducing evaporation in stressed arid ecosystems.


Another emerging alternative involves solar panels that are constructed to float on water rather than being mounted on land. 





These approaches won’t work everywhere, but they demonstrate that, with careful thought, more renewable energy doesn’t have to hurt the environment. Specific project proposals, evaluations by local planning boards and input from the public can consider more than the costs and electricity generated from new projects. They can also take into account how plants and animals will be affected and the degree to which the land use really must change to accommodate the addition of solar panels.


As New York, and the U.S. as a whole, seeks to achieve renewable energy goals to help fight climate change, I believe discussions will be more productive if they expand beyond just how much generating capacity can be built, but where and how it is constructed.

Adam Gallaher does not work for, consult, own shares in or receive funding from any company or organization that would benefit from this article, and has disclosed no relevant affiliations beyond their academic appointment.


Original: https://theconversation.com/building-more-renewable-energy-sources-means-rethinking-land-use-for-agriculture-and-conservation-283024
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What Pennsylvania’s AI chatbot lawsuit teaches us about the psychology behind medical trust

theconversation.com · Gretchen Chapman, Professor of Psychology, Carnegie Mellon University

Pennsylvania Gov. Josh Shapiro is suing Character.AI to stop its chatbot from posing as doctors. Gilbert Carrasquillo/GC Images via Getty ImagesIn May 2026, Pennsylvania Gov. Josh Shapiro’s administration filed suit against Character Technologies Inc., the company behind the popular chatbot platform Character.AI. A state investigation found that a chatbot character named “Emilie” claimed to have a medical degree, seven years of practice and a Pennsylvania medical license – and was providing users with a fabricated license number. As of April 17, 2026, the chatbot had accumulated approximately 45,500 user interactions on the platform. The suit was filed by Pennsylvania’s State Board of Medicine.


Gretchen Chapman is a professor of behavioral decision research at Carnegie Mellon University in Pittsburgh, where she studies how people evaluate expertise and make decisions. As AI-powered tools increasingly enter healthcare settings – and as courts begin to grapple with the consequences – her research offers a timely way to understand why we trust these systems, when that trust breaks down, and who bears responsibility when it does.


Why might someone respond differently to a medical error depending on whether it was made by a human or an AI?


Research has examined the phenomenon of “algorithm aversion,” or the reluctance many people have to trust an AI system, even when the automated system makes fewer overall mistakes than a comparable human expert. One reason for this aversion is that people tend to be more forgiving of human mistakes than of AI mistakes. This is partly because some AI errors are the sort of mistakes that human experts are quite unlikely to make. 


For example, we may find it outrageous when an AI erroneously claims to have a medical license or offers to write a suicide note for a depressed person because we feel quite confident that those particular errors could have been avoided if a human expert rather than an AI had been consulted. 


Forty years ago, psychologist Hillel Einhorn argued that we need to “accept error to make less error,” meaning that even the most accurate system will produce some errors. Of course, some errors are more costly than others. People are willing to accept that even good doctors make mistakes. What they’re not willing to accept is a mistake that no competent and ethical doctor would ever make – such as claiming to have credentials they don’t have.


Why are people so willing to trust AI chatbots with medical advice?


Work from my research group builds on previous scholarship on perceived expertise. When people do not have direct access to the qualifications of a potential expert, they tend to rely on superficial identifying cues, such as whether the person wears a lab coat, uses scientific jargon or speaks with great confidence. Such cues are indicative of actual expertise in many settings, but it is also easy for a nonexpert, such as an AI chatbot, to assume the confidence and use jargon to signal qualifications they do not actually have.



            [image: A person holds a phone screen that shows a text bubble and an image of a person in a white lab coat.]
            
              According to the lawsuit, the chatbot in question described itself as a psychology specialist.
              SDI Productions/iStock Collection via Getty Images
            
          

What makes a title or credential so convincing – even when it belongs to a chatbot?


An expert is someone with an unusually deep understanding of a specific subject. Experts are commonly identified by their level of training or qualifications, such as holding a medical degree. Thus, credentials and titles are embedded in the very definition of expertise. Consequently, claiming a credential is a forceful way to present as an expert. Thankfully, this is also a tactic that is easily fact-checked, as we know that AI agents cannot gain medical licenses.


Ordinary people can’t be expected to scrutinize every piece of information they receive. Instead, our minds use mental shortcuts, such as trusting someone with a credential, because those cues are usually reliable.


Although it might be fairly easy to realize that an AI cannot earn a medical degree, other identifying cues are less easily vetted. For example, checking that the medical evidence cited by an AI comes from an actual scientific article takes more time. What makes our minds so good at processing information quickly is also what makes us easy to mislead. When your mind is wired to trust a credential automatically, it doesn’t stop to ask whether that credential is real.


Who is responsible when an AI system gives bad medical advice?


Determining culpability is already complex when a human expert gives bad advice. In addition to the expert herself, her employer – such as a hospital – could bear responsibility. Even the patient could be responsible, depending on how they used the advice – for instance, if they interpret an off-handed comment in a nonprofessional context as official medical advice.


Human medical experts carry malpractice insurance in part because this question is so fraught. The situation is even more complicated for AI systems because the AI agent itself cannot be legally responsible. The developers are responsible for ensuring reasonable safeguards and accuracy. Institutions are responsible for vetting new systems before adopting them, and for getting appropriate insurance. And users are responsible for adhering to guidelines about how the systems are to be used. 



            [image: A sign on a lampost reads 'Carnegie Mellon University.']
            
              Carnegie Mellon University is developing a maternal health chatbot.
              AP Photo/Gene J. Puskar
            
          

Tell us about your own research on health chatbots here in Pittsburgh.


Pittsburgh is not just a research hub but an active testing ground for these technologies in real clinical settings.


Carnegie Mellon University, where I work, houses the AI Institute for Societal Decision Making, funded by the U.S. National Science Foundation, which focuses on public health as one key use case.  


One project at the institute entails developing a maternal health chatbot that allows pregnant women to receive answers to their questions in real time. Accuracy and safety guardrails are essential considerations in its development. The stakes are high: A pregnant woman who receives inaccurate information about symptoms, medications or warning signs could delay seeking care at a critical moment.


Pittsburgh’s two major hospital systems are already rolling out AI tools across their facilities to use for imaging and diagnosis, monitoring patient safety, and administrative work such as charting. 


Pittsburgh stories. Expert voices. Read more of our stories about Pittsburgh.

Gretchen Chapman receives funding from NSF. 


Original: https://theconversation.com/what-pennsylvanias-ai-chatbot-lawsuit-teaches-us-about-the-psychology-behind-medical-trust-283865
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As an American, should you feel guilty about rooting against the US in the World Cup?

theconversation.com · Adam Kadlac, Teaching Professor of Philosophy, Wake Forest University

The 2026 World Cup promises to be the planet’s most-watched sporting event. It’s also poised to generate its fair share of controversy. 


Taking into account the history of corruption in FIFA, the sport’s governing body, it would be hard to blame anyone who decided to ignore this year’s competition.


However, some viewers of this summer’s tournament may face an additional dilemma.  


Political tensions are high in the U.S., where most of the tournament’s matches will be played. The Trump administration is historically unpopular, and its critics are already concerned about sportswashing: when governments use the spectacle of athletic competition to burnish their image and distract the public.


As I point out in my 2022 book, “The Ethics of Sports Fandom,” fans who are critical of their country’s behavior sometimes feel ambivalent about rooting for their national sports teams – and may even feel compelled to root against them. 


After all, it’s one thing to pull for your national team when patriotism feels uncomplicated. It’s quite another when you aren’t feeling very proud to be an American. 


The Cold War made it easy for many Americans to rally behind the 1980 U.S men’s hockey team in its victory over the Soviet Union in the “Miracle on Ice.” But what do you do when you don’t see your country as the “good guys”?


Patriotism doesn’t mean blind loyalty


Some fans might double down on their patriotic commitments during the tournament. They’ll use the occasion to champion America in all things, whether it’s the country’s battles in the Middle East or its national team taking on Paraguay at SoFi Stadium in Los Angeles. 


Sports have a way of fueling nationalistic passions, and I fully expect plenty of people who don’t care much about soccer to channel their patriotic sentiments into the tournament.


However, rooting for your country’s national soccer team doesn’t mean that you endorse everything your country does, any more than wanting a friend to get a promotion at work requires you to support all of their behavior. As the philosopher Eamonn Callan has argued, a proper love of country requires citizens to be clear-eyed about its faults. The true patriot highlights problems and works to correct them, independent of how much they want the national team to win their next match.


By the same token, I think a deep love of country can coexist with ambivalent feelings about how the national team performs on the field. If patriots can disapprove of their country’s military adventurism – either because they see it as flatly unjust or because it casts their country in an unfavorable light on the international stage – there is nothing fundamentally unpatriotic about not wanting the U.S. to do well in the World Cup. 


Other fans might invoke the mantra that it’s important to simply keep politics out of sports – that the games should be a refuge from the controversies that plague so many other aspects of civic life.


But as I argue in my book, fully separating politics and sports is almost impossible. It requires fans to view athletes as nothing more than bodies who exist to perform on the field. It means team executives and owners do little more than sign paychecks. And it ignores the reality that sports are woven into the social, economic and political life of communities.


Outcomes don’t change a thing


For fans who choose to watch, then, my suggestion is to view the action on the field as you would any other sporting event. 


Root for whomever you want to win, for more or less any reason that moves you. 


Because for all the political significance attached to the World Cup, the winner or loser of any given contest has essentially no broader political significance. The problems that existed before the tournament will still demand attention when it is over, no matter who happens to win. 


Success or failure on the pitch isn’t likely to bring about meaningful political change. After all, whether a government has the right legislative agenda or approach to foreign policy is totally divorced from its national soccer team’s ability to score goals.


Viewed in this way, rooting for your country’s national soccer team doesn’t imply blind loyalty to your country or ignorance of its flaws. It simply means that you want the athletes who represent your country to win the game they are playing on that particular day.


Athletes have long been able to navigate this ambivalence. You’ll regularly hear them trying to separate a love of their country and its people from support of problematic regimes. 


When Iranian soccer player Mehdi Taremi refused to celebrate a goal in a January 2026 Greek Super League match, he embraced precisely such a position. Thousands of people had been killed during protests of the Iranian regime, and the moment called for a different reaction.


“There are problems between the people and the government,” he said. “The people are always with us, and that’s why we are with them.” For Teremi, publicly celebrating as an Iranian citizen abroad felt too much like endorsing the current regime, something he had no desire to do. If the athletes who wear their national colors can maintain such nuanced views, surely fans can, too.



            [image: Young Middle Eastern man wearing a green, dry-fit shirt and a backpack.]
            
              Mehdi Taremi arrives at an Iran national soccer team practice in Antalya, Turkey, ahead of the 2026 FIFA World Cup.
              Sinan Ozmus/Anadolu via Getty Images
            
          

Of course, nuance can be difficult in today’s political climate, and the rhetoric around the World Cup likely won’t change that. When the U.S. men’s hockey team won gold at the Olympics back in February, Donald Trump attempted to turn it into a personal political victory by inviting the team to his State of the Union address. 


“Our country is winning again,” Trump said, devoting nearly six minutes of his speech to the team’s victory. 


The outlook for the U.S. men in this year’s World Cup is not quite as bright, but chances are good that someone will try to co-opt their success or failure for political purposes. Fans don’t have to fall into the trap.

Adam Kadlac does not work for, consult, own shares in or receive funding from any company or organization that would benefit from this article, and has disclosed no relevant affiliations beyond their academic appointment.
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Methane rocket fuel is easier to handle and convenient but, as Blue Origin saw, it can be very explosive

theconversation.com · Ryan C. Fortenberry, Associate Professor of Chemistry, University of Mississippi

Blue Origin's New Glenn explodes on the launchpad at Cape Canaveral on May 28, 2026.  @JConcilus via APGoing straight up is hard. It takes a lot of energy. For those of us who enjoy hiking, cycling or running, hills are the bane of our existence. The hills sap us of our strength and speed, and they require more effort than we often want to expend.


Rockets are the ultimate definition of vertical ascent: They go up, fast. They need lots of raw power, and they need it immediately. Interestingly, though, the modern incarnation of reusable rocketry has come back to the same basic fuel as the human body uses: hydrocarbons. Granted, SpaceX and Blue Origin’s massive rockets are not using sugar, carbs or fats, but they are using the simplest hydrocarbon, methane: a single carbon atom with four hydrogen atoms around it, CH₄.



            [image: A ball and stick chemical diagram showing a large carbon atom bonded to four hydrogen atoms.]
            
              A methane molecule is made up of a carbon atom surrounded by four hydrogen atoms.
              Christinelmiller/Wikimedia Commons, CC BY-SA
            
          

As a physical chemist, I get to explore how molecules produce and absorb energy. I have seen how various chemicals have different benefits and drawbacks for a variety of energy applications. 


Orchestrating the pros and cons is like how different plays in football accomplish the same goal of getting the ball down the field but do so with distinct approaches. None are perfect, and some are more spectacular than others.


A different type of fuel


The use of methane as a component of rocket fuel is different from what was used during Apollo or in the earlier crewed space rockets, and even in the space shuttle main engines. In all those rockets, hydrogen gas was the primary fuel. 


In the simplest terms, hydrogen in the form of H₂ reacts with oxygen – O₂, the same stuff you breathe – to produce water and a copious amount of energy. Hydrogen itself is light, and this reaction is incredibly efficient. The power-to-weight ratio of such fuel is astronomical, and it moves mass off the surface of our planet really well and quickly. 


However, H₂ is no panacea and has arguably more drawbacks than benefits. Being so small, the hydrogen molecules can actually seep through the walls of most fuel tanks. Preventing them from doing so requires special materials – expensive materials. 


To combat this problem, the hydrogen is liquified. But to do so, it must first be cooled to temperatures that would freeze the feathers off a penguin: minus 400 degrees Fahrenheit (minus 250 Celsius). Again, this process is expensive. 


Then, it takes awhile to fill the tanks on the rocket that hold the liquified hydrogen. You have to do this slowly to keep the liquified form from clogging and fouling up the fuel lines – and that’s also expensive.


To combat these issues, SpaceX and Blue Origin have opted for methane instead of liquified hydrogen in their Starship and New Glenn rockets. While methane is still typically liquified and must be cold to do so, cooling it to minus 260 F (minus 162 degrees C) is much less expensive than minus 400, as would be needed for H₂. 


The methane molecules are also much larger than the hydrogen molecules, measuring more than twice as far across from their furthest points. Hence, it doesn’t weasel its way through the storage tanks and fuel lines like H₂ does. As a result, methane can be transported and filled into tanks much easier and faster. Then, since methane isn’t as leak-prone and stores better, the whole rocket ship itself can actually be reused; that makes the entire launch process cheaper overall. 


Methane: For rockets, but not just for rockets


So methane is cheaper and affords reusability, but is it somehow safer than liquid hydrogen? 


Well, on May 28, 2026, the folks at Blue Origin found out how explosive methane can be. While the cause has yet to be reported, somehow the methane in the tanks ignited, resulting in an epic explosion seen dozens of miles away from the launchpad. 



            
            Blue Origin’s rocket exploded on the pad during a test fire on May 28, 2026.
          

Yes, a methane-fueled rocket can fling astronauts into the sky in ways that seem magical, but if anything goes wrong, methane still goes boom in a very destructive way.


The reaction of hydrocarbons is actually the same type of explosion that fuels automobiles. The difference is that the explosion in a car engine cylinder drives the motion of a piston. In cars, the explosion of octane, a hydrocarbon eight times the size of methane, is directed with a purpose, creating what physical chemists like me call work. Heat is simply the same thing as work, but it just goes in random directions and does not accomplish some desired task. 


Kicking a football through the uprights is like work, while missing the ball is like heat. Hence, methane in a rocket directed through a nozzle does work to send the craft into the sky. If undirected, the hydrocarbon reaction produces heat in the form of an explosion that sets back years of planning for Jeff Bezos. 


This type of accident is relatively common in rocketry, as SpaceX has had its fair share of explosions. Getting all the right pieces to sync is a challenge, but decades of successful spaceflight indicate that this a surmountable issue.


The reaction of hydrocarbons with oxygen in car engines or even rockets is, in a way, the same chemistry as what human bodies do in metabolism. Some hydrocarbons like sugar or a carbohydrate – but not the methane of rockets or the octane of cars – reacts with the oxygen that you breathe to produce carbon dioxide and water. Your body just performs this reaction slowly and in each cell, all over, warming you up.


The rocket, however, is powered by a reaction between methane and oxygen in a single point at the nozzle. The energy is concentrated and directed together to fling the ship into space – unless, of course, it explodes in an uncontrolled fireball.

Ryan C. Fortenberry receives funding from NASA. 
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Wildfires are reversing America’s progress on ozone pollution, the main ingredient in smog

theconversation.com · Weizhi Deng, Ph.D. Student in Atmospheric and Environmental Science, University of Iowa · Jun Wang, Professor of Chemical and Biochemical Engineering, University of Iowa · Meng Zhou, Researcher in Atmospheric and Earth Sciences, University of Maryland, Baltimore County

Smoky haze from wildfires in Canada blankets a New York City neighborhood on June 7, 2023. David Dee Delgado/Getty ImagesFor decades, the United States made steady progress in reducing surface ozone pollution, the main ingredient in smog. But that progress – achieved as vehicles, industries and power sources became cleaner – is increasingly being overshadowed by a different and growing source of ozone pollution: wildfires. 


Our team of atmospheric and wildfire scientists analyzed wildfires’ contribution to surface ozone levels from 2003 to 2024 across the United States. 


We found that the gases in wildfire smoke have reversed the national ozone trend, forcing a shift from declining ozone levels prior to 2015 to increasing ozone levels after 2015. We also found that the number of ozone-related premature deaths due to wildfires has been increasing by about 300 deaths per year since then.


Battling smog


Most people know ozone as the protective layer of the atmosphere high above the Earth that shields the planet from harmful ultraviolet radiation. But ozone has two very different faces. 


High in the atmosphere, ozone is beneficial. Near the ground, it is a harmful air pollutant that can irritate the lungs and worsen respiratory diseases.


Los Angeles made ozone visible to the nation in the 1940s and 1950s, as thick, eye-stinging smog often blanketed the city. It turned an invisible chemistry problem into a public-health crisis people could see and feel. That crisis helped motivate decades of air pollution control efforts in California and, later, across the United States.


After the passage of the Clean Air Act and its amendments in the 1970s, the U.S. made steady progress in cleaning up surface ozone. Regulations on vehicles, power plants and industrial sources reduced emissions of nitrogen oxides and other ozone-forming chemicals. 


To monitor the progress, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency has over 1,000 stations that measure ozone around the country. They cover many places, but mostly urban areas, and do not measure ground-level ozone everywhere at the neighborhood scale.


We were able to fill in the gaps by combining those monitoring station measurements with satellite-derived information about air pollution and human activity, along with weather and air quality model simulations. We then used artificial intelligence to estimate daily surface ozone levels everywhere in the contiguous U.S., with data every square kilometer, over the past 22 years.


The results show that national progress in reducing surface ozone reversed around 2015 as North America began to face more severe wildfires. In many regions, ozone levels are now increasing, especially in the western U.S. and the Midwest, where smoke and gases from wildfires are becoming more common as they are transported through the air.


Overall, surface ozone levels that had been falling by about 0.65 part per billion per year from 2003–2015 have since increased by about 0.13 parts per billion per year. If wildfires hadn’t been an influence, we found, the trend of falling surface ozone levels would have continued instead.



            [image: A US map showing highest increases in ozone across the Western mountains, Great Plains and Midwest, including Minnesota and Wisconsin, which saw many heavy smoke days from Canadian wildfires.]
            
              Ground-level ozone since 2015 has increased the most in areas where wildfire smoke increased. Minnesota, Wisconsin and other parts of the Midwest have experienced several summers of wildfire smoke from Canada. The map uses national ambient air quality standards.
              Weizhi Deng, et al., 2026
            
          

People often think of wildfires as a problem for the western U.S., but smoke and gas pollutants from their emissions can travel thousands of miles, affecting communities far from the fires themselves.


The 2023 Canadian wildfires offered a vivid example. In much of the Midwest, ozone reached unhealthy levels for more than a week. The impact of wildfire smoke reached as far as Georgia and New York. That year, an additional 43 million Americans lived in areas with ozone exceeding healthy standards compared to previous years because of increased wildfire emissions.



            [image: An animation shows ground level ozone during wildfire smoke incursions from Canada.]
            
              Smoke reached far into the U.S. during Canada’s destructive 2023 wildfire season, as these measures of ground-level ozone over three weeks that summer show.
              Weizhi Deng, CC BY-ND
            
          

As the Earth and its atmosphere warm, wildfire seasons are becoming longer and more severe across many parts of North America, and the trend is predicted to continue. In line with projections, Canada experienced its most devastating wildfire seasons on record in 2023 and 2025. In January 2025, destructive fires burned more than 16,000 homes and businesses in and around Los Angeles during a time of year when such events have historically been uncommon.


The shift toward more fires suggests that the rising ozone problem could become even greater in the future. That’s a problem for human health.


Reducing exposure to ozone and its health risks


People can reduce their exposure to ozone pollution by checking air quality forecasts and limiting outdoor activities when wildfires are sending smoke into the air. But protecting public health in the long run will require broader actions to reduce ground-level ozone itself.


That includes efforts to mitigate fire risk by improving wildfire management, such as reducing brush and other dry undergrowth that can fuel fires, and also scaling back the causes of rising global temperatures, such as the burning of fossil fuels. As temperatures rise, the ground loses moisture, creating conditions for more extreme fires. 


Protecting public health also means strengthening air quality forecasting systems to provide accurate early warnings, so people can take precautions, and maintaining air pollution monitoring networks and investing in satellite sensors to continue measuring progress, so problems can be identified and fixed.

Jun Wang receives funding by NASA’s Terra, Aqua, and Suomi National Polar-orbiting Partnership program, NASA’s Modeling and Analysis program, NASA’s Health and Air Quality program, the NSF's Established Program to Stimulate Competitive Research program, and NOAA Radiative Budget program.
Meng Zhou and Weizhi Deng do not work for, consult, own shares in or receive funding from any company or organization that would benefit from this article, and have disclosed no relevant affiliations beyond their academic appointment.
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Bison restoration efforts and grazing rights hinge on one question: Are bison wildlife?

theconversation.com · Madison Stevens, Assistant Professor of Earth Sciences, Montana State University · Elizabeth (Libby) Lunstrum, Associate Professor, School of Public Service, Boise State University

Part of a bison herd maintained by the Blackfeet Nation on a private reserve in Montana. Madison Stevens, CC BY-NC-NDBison are political animals. A federal decision to revoke grazing leases for bison on public lands on the rolling plains of eastern Montana is the latest manifestation of long-standing contention. The largest land animal in North America, bison are considered a “keystone” species, meaning they have high ecological and cultural importance.


The May 2026 decision represents a significant setback for a decades-long effort by American Prairie, a private conservation organization, to restore wild bison to the Great Plains. Those in favor of the decision are describing the move as a boon for rural farmers and ranchers because it would reduce competition for grazing lands.


The legal question at the heart of the federal decision is a seemingly simple one: Are bison wildlife or are they domestic livestock? Approximately 400,000 bison roam the North American landscape today, of which nearly 90% are considered livestock. 


The U.S. Bureau of Land Management argues that American Prairie’s herd of around 940 animals is intended as wildlife conservation, so it does not qualify as livestock production and is therefore ineligible to hold federal permits to graze on public lands. 


American Prairie plans to appeal the decision, countering that it follows all pertinent regulations for livestock management – including containment and annual testing for diseases. Despite the organization’s vision of recreating an “American Serengeti,” these bison are privately owned and managed as livestock: wild in rhetoric only.



            [image: Buffalo walk through brown grass with hills in the background.]
            
              Bison walk through part of the American Prairie land in Montana.
              AP Photo/Matt Brown
            
          

As political ecologists who study the human dimensions of conservation, we are interested in how environmental decisions – such as how people legally define and manage animals – reflect power dynamics and how people understand the value of wildlife.


Our own research focuses on how tribal nations are navigating complex legacies of colonial settlement to restore bison as keystone relatives in a shared ecosystem. Collaborating closely with advisers from across the four nations of the Blackfoot Confederacy, including the Blackfeet Nation in Montana, we have learned that this perspective on bison, also known as buffalo – and “iinnii” to our Blackfoot partners – complicates, and enriches, this distinction between wildlife and livestock. 


A human and ecological tragedy


Less than 200 years ago, an estimated 30 million bison roamed the North American grasslands, vital to plains ecosystems and Indigenous ways of life.


By the late 1880s that number dropped to less than 1,000. Bison were brought to near-extinction by a combination of commercial hunting, disease, drought and deliberate persecution as part of a broader effort to assimilate tribal nations into reservation life.


The legacies of this destruction reverberate through Plains Indigenous communities today. But increasingly, so does a sense of hope for recovery and repair.



            [image: Buffalo stand in an area of shrubs sprinkled with snow.]
            
              The bison in Yellowstone National Park are considered wildlife, managed by the National Park Service within park boundaries.
              Madison Stevens, CC BY-NC-ND
            
          

Bringing the bison back


Bison restoration efforts have been underway for over a century. Since the beginning, a motley crew of advocates have each seen something different in returning bison: a business opportunity, an ecological keystone or, since 2016, the United States’ national mammal. For the Blackfoot Nations and other tribes, the buffalo is a returning relative and a symbol of resurgence. 


This symbolic ambiguity has brought together a broad coalition of “bison cheerleaders,” as one of the people we interviewed put it. 


This diverse base of support may also help explain the mixed system of legal classification that now governs this controversial species. On federal lands, bison are wildlife. Most states, however, consider them livestock. In a few states, including Montana and Colorado, bison are dual-listed as both wildlife and livestock, which bison advocates say allows for more flexible management.


Meanwhile, many Native American tribes, including the Blackfeet Nation, formally recognize bison as wildlife. Yet they also challenge the distinction altogether, arguing that categorizing the animals as livestock or wildlife fails to reflect Indigenous worldviews that consider buffalo as both food and kin.



            [image: A grassy landscape view shows mountain peaks in the distance.]
            
              Chief Mountain (Ninnaastako), a culturally significant place for Blackfoot people, was selected as the site of a 2023 reintroduction of free-roaming bison.
              Madison Stevens, CC BY-NC-ND
            
          

A question of management


In a practical sense, the distinction between wildlife and livestock matters because how bison are listed determines how they are managed and under whose jurisdiction they fall. 


Imagine a bison in Yellowstone National Park. Managed as a wild animal by the National Park Service, she roams freely – watched by curious tourists – as she forages, breeds and protects her calf from large predators, such as wolves and grizzly bears. Come one harsh winter, she migrates north across the park boundary into the state of Montana. 


Because Yellowstone bison carry a disease called brucellosis that can infect cattle, when she leaves the park she becomes a “species in need of disease management,” subject to state and federal disease-management rules. She is allowed to roam only within a limited tolerance zone to avoid infecting cattle.


Also, outside the park she may be hunted, both by sovereign tribal nations exercising their treaty rights and by state-licensed hunters.


Less than 50 miles away, another bison lives an ostensibly similar life, also moving with the seasons and calving among the sagebrush, vigilant for predators. Yet according to the state of Montana, this bison is a privately owned, domestic animal.



            [image: A wide view of a grassy, hilly area with various barns and other buildings visible.]
            
              The Flying D Ranch in Montana, founded by media mogul Ted Turner, is working to restore bison to the Great Plains as a business venture.
              Madison Stevens, CC BY-NC-ND
            
          

She counts among the more than 45,000 bison that are owned by one specific “bison cheerleader”: media mogul and private conservation advocate Ted Turner, who died May 6, 2026. Turner’s flagship Flying D Ranch, a 113,600-acre property near Big Sky, Montana, is home to around 6,000 bison – nearly as many as live in Yellowstone National Park, the largest wild herd on the continent.


Bison managers and ecologists explain that animals managed as livestock are selectively bred and handled. Yet “wildness” isn’t always cut and dry. While managed for meat production, the bison at the Flying D Ranch are still a big herd occupying a large land base with wild predators. This makes them, in some senses, wilder than most herds managed for conservation by the U.S. Department of Interior, which average only 300 animals.


Like American Prairie’s bison, their management also reflects a vision of restoring wildness to the landscape through private land conservation. 


Shifting definitions


When we began interviewing people about buffalo restoration in 2022, momentum for restoring free-roaming bison was at an all-time high, elevated as a key priority by Interior Secretary Deb Haaland. In that year, the U.S. Bureau of Land Management granted American Prairie the now-contested grazing leases, following extensive environmental review.


In a profound culmination of decades of grassroots advocacy, in 2023 the Blackfeet Nation released a herd of 48 buffalo near Chief Mountain, the first to roam freely on Blackfoot territory in over 150 years. In 2024, Yellowstone National Park adopted a new bison management plan to manage a larger, more migratory population.



            [image: Several bison walk across a snow-covered grassland.]
            
              Bison in the Fort Peck Tribes’ herd in what is now Montana are descended from bison in Yellowstone National Park.
              Madison Stevens, CC BY-NC-ND
            
          

Yet these developments were not without detractors. In places like Montana, bison have been received by some as a symbol not of hope but of government overreach and the power of elites over rural futures in a changing West.


One way people are seeking to change the discussion is by changing the definitions, underscoring once more why they matter. In 2021, the Montana State Legislature gave county commissioners authority to veto wildlife reintroductions in their county and redefined wild bison as only those bison that have not been handled or descended from handled animals.


In passing these laws, state lawmakers effectively “defined wild bison out of existence,” as a former Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks official told us.  


Ironically, those changes were intended to make it impossible for private entities to reintroduce bison as wildlife. Yet now the federal government is saying the animals are too wild to be classified as a productive use of the landscape. 


This contradiction makes more sense when seemingly technical debates over listing are understood as conflicts over competing visions for the landscape: Are public lands – and even large private holdings – places to produce food or preserve pristine wilderness? Or something else? One Blackfeet community leader we interviewed reminded us that for Indigenous people, these lands remain both home and livelihood.


The effects of the BLM decision to revoke grazing leases could ripple well beyond American Prairie. An organization representing more than 50 tribes has filed a complaint against the decision, arguing that it threatens not only buffalo restoration but growing tribal-federal co-stewardship efforts.


An unlikely coalition brought the buffalo back from the brink. In a moment of growing uncertainty over the future of conservation on public lands, our research tells us that the long-term success of bison restoration will require finding common ground – and compromise – across diverse visions for the North American landscape.

Madison Stevens received funding from the National Science Foundation (#2404531; #2117652) and Montana State University to conduct this research. 
Elizabeth (Libby) Lunstrum receives funding from the National Science Foundation (grant #2117652) and Boise State University. 
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Fossil fishes buried in the desert reveal a missing chapter in marine history

theconversation.com · Sanaa El-Sayed, PhD student, Department of Earth and Environmental Sciences and Museum of Paleontology, University of Michigan

A complete skeleton of the oldest jack fish, found at Qreiya 3. Professor Hesham Sallam, Mansoura University Vertebrate Paleontology CenterWhen an asteroid struck Earth about 66 million years ago, it ended the age of dinosaurs and transformed life across the planet. The effects of that catastrophe are visible in the fossil record on land, but scientists know far less about what happened to fishes in the seas during the first few million years after the extinction.


Like many people during the pandemic, I suddenly found myself living through long stretches of isolation and uncertainty. In 2020, while alone in my apartment in Ann Arbor, Michigan, I was finishing a study on fossil fishes from Egypt. This question of what happened to fishes immediately after the age of the dinosaurs kept troubling me. 


That missing chapter represented a major gap in scientific understanding of how modern marine ecosystems emerged.


A unique opportunity


At the time, I was studying younger fossil fishes, but I kept wondering whether older rocks in Egypt might preserve clues to this critical period. During those long pandemic months, I spent countless hours reading geological reports and searching for mentions of formations with fish fossils of the right age.


Then, Hesham Sallam, my adviser, introduced me to earlier work by paleontologist and geologist Robert Speijer and colleagues who had documented rocks at Qreiya in Egypt that were deposited only about 4 million years after the asteroid impact. 


That single detail changed the entirety of my Ph.D. research.



            [image: A group of scientists digging and excavating fossils in the desert.]
            
              The Sallam Lab conducted fieldwork under unyielding heat.
              Professor Hesham Sallam, Mansoura University Vertebrate Paleontology Center
            
          

As this research started to point my work in a new direction, the pandemic was simultaneously disrupting my own life. I had been accepted into the Ph.D. program at the University of Michigan and was living in the United States, preparing to begin my studies. But COVID-19 restrictions suddenly forced me to return to Egypt, my home country. What felt like a major setback at the time ultimately became one of the most important turning points in my career.


While waiting for the embassies to reopen and student visas to be issued, I continued discussing the fossil-bearing rocks with my adviser. Those conversations soon became a plan: We would travel to Egypt’s eastern desert and see the site for ourselves.


Discoveries in the desert


In July 2021, our team of five researchers set out for Qreiya 3, a remote fossil locality in upper Egypt. Reaching the site required two days of travel from Mansoura. The terrain was so rough that our vehicles could take us only part of the way, forcing us to hike over sharp rocks carrying equipment, food, water and eventually fossil specimens.


Finding the fossil layer itself was not easy. With limited information about its exact location, we spent hours searching before finally reaching the end of a remote desert valley.


Then came a moment I will never forget. Belal Salem, a member of our team, struck the rock with his hammer. Almost immediately, a fossil moonfish appeared.



            [image: Two rocks, split apart, together showing the outline of fish bones]
            
              A fossilized moonfish, a type of fish the researchers found in abundance at the Qreiya 3 site.
              Professor Hesham Sallam, Mansoura University Vertebrate Paleontology Center
            
          

Moonfishes already held special significance for me because they were among the fishes I had previously studied from younger Egyptian rocks. Seeing one emerge from rocks that were millions of years older felt almost surreal, as though the site itself was answering the question that I had first asked during those quiet pandemic days.


It was the first sign that Qreiya 3 might be extraordinary. 


Later that same field season, I received another unexpected email: My request for an expedited student visa appointment had been approved. We had only a few days to wrap up the expedition and return home so I could prepare for my departure to the U.S.


Returning to Qreiya 3


By the fall of 2021, I had begun my Ph.D. at the University of Michigan, and Qreiya 3 quickly became the center of my dissertation research.


These expeditions had revealed the promise of the site, but it was only the beginning. Over the following field seasons, our team continued returning to Qreiya 3, and I took part in the expeditions that gradually expanded our growing collection of fossils from the site curated at the Mansoura University Vertebrate Paleontology Center.



            [image: A researcher standing by a table absolutely covered in bagged fossils]
            
              Sallam Lab excavated an extensive marine fossil collection from the Qreiya 3 site.
              Professor Hesham Sallam, Mansoura University Vertebrate Paleontology Center
            
          

It became clear that this was not simply another fossil locality. It preserved an unusually rich fish community from a critical moment in Earth’s history, only a few million years after the extinction of the dinosaurs.


The biggest breakthroughs came during a 2023 expedition supported by a National Geographic grant awarded to Hesham Sallam. Once again, we returned in July, working under some of the harshest field conditions I have ever experienced. Temperatures often approached 122 degrees Fahrenheit (50 degrees Celsius), forcing us to organize each day around the heat. We worked early, paused during the most intense hours, drank water constantly and returned to the fossils whenever conditions allowed.


For three weeks, the Sallam Lab team excavated fossils under the intense desert sun. The work was exhausting, but every new specimen brought fresh excitement. By the end of the expedition, we had collected nearly 500 fossil specimens.


Piecing together an ancient ecosystem


Back in the laboratory, a different challenge began. Preparing the fossils was painstakingly slow. Removing the surrounding rock and exposing delicate anatomical details required years of careful work.


One fossil proved especially remarkable: an early relative of seahorses and pipefishes preserved with its body armor still intact.



            [image: A rock with the embedded outline of a spiky fish.]
            
              This fossil contains the first glimpse of the body armor of an early relative of modern pipefishes and seahorses, photographed at the moment of discovery.
              Professor Hesham Sallam, Mansoura University Vertebrate Paleontology Center
            
          

Identifying the fishes often felt like solving an enormous puzzle. Some specimens were recognizable immediately, while others required months of comparison, CT scanning and detailed study. 


I was fortunate to work under the supervision of Matt Friedman, one of the world’s leading experts on fossil fishes.


Gradually, the picture became clearer.


We began recognizing early relatives of tunas, jacks, moonfishes, pipefishes and other groups that today play major roles in marine ecosystems. Some are fast-moving predators and others are prey for these predators. The site provides direct evidence that several modern-looking fish groups were already established surprisingly early – only about 4 million years after the impact. 


At the same time, just as revealing as what the site preserves is what it lacks. Many characteristically Cretaceous-era marine fish lineages are absent from the fossil assemblage, meaning they went extinct at or near the end-Cretaceous asteroid impact. 


For me, Qreiya 3 is more than a fossil site. It is the place where an idea, an unexpected return home, years of desert fieldwork, and patient scientific investigation came together to reveal one of the clearest windows yet discovered into how modern ocean life began rebuilding itself after one of the greatest mass extinctions in Earth’s history.

Sanaa El-Sayed does not work for, consult, own shares in or receive funding from any company or organization that would benefit from this article, and has disclosed no relevant affiliations beyond their academic appointment.


Original: https://theconversation.com/fossil-fishes-buried-in-the-desert-reveal-a-missing-chapter-in-marine-history-284260



10

From oversight to coercion: How authoritarian governments are twisting AI safety to get tech companies to fall in line

theconversation.com · Michael Gregory, Assistant Professor of Philosophy, Clemson University

President Trump's 2025 executive order about 'woke AI' put the tech industry on notice about aligning with the administration's views. AP Photo/Julia Demaree NikhinsonWhen researchers founded Anthropic in 2021, they said the race to build powerful AI was moving too recklessly. They inserted detailed safety measures into their products and marketed their commitment to safety as the corporate quality that distinguished them from competitors – notably OpenAI, the rival company they had left. In March 2026 that reputation was tested when the Trump administration declared that Anthropic was a supply chain risk. 


The company had refused to remove built-in safeguards that prohibited domestic surveillance and autonomous weapons from products it had supplied to the Pentagon. President Donald Trump ordered the federal government to stop using Anthropic and its large language model, Claude, labeling the company a national security risk. Within hours, OpenAI made a deal to be the Pentagon’s supplier instead.


Despite Anthropic’s apparent stand, during its clash with Trump the company quietly scrapped the binding principles in its main safety policy. Several weeks earlier, Anthropic’s head of safeguards research had resigned, warning that “the world is in peril.” And a week after the Pentagon officially banned Claude, the U.S. military was still using the technology to select and target sites to bomb in Iran.


As a philosopher studying the rule of law and democracy, I’ve found that authoritarian governance of technology often does not involve direct censorship. Instead it delegitimizes the intended protections, poisoning any external regulation and even voluntary self-regulation that deviates from the regime’s goals or values. 


The Trump administration, which follows the authoritarian playbook, has argued that AI safety standards and user restrictions are ideological impositions rather than sound engineering decisions. The “Preventing Woke AI” executive order of July 23, 2025, didn’t change what companies are allowed to do with their products. By by attaching the “woke” label to basic ethics protections, the administration made those protections politically costly to maintain.


The Brennan Center, a legal policy and advocacy organization, has documented how AI ethics is being redefined through contract negotiations. In these cases, the government weaponizes terms such as “biased” to disqualify companies that maintain civil rights protections from competing for federal contracts.


The prisoner’s dilemma


A single U.S. Defense Department AI contract can be worth billions of dollars. It can also provide access to data no private company could otherwise have and unlock further government work. Companies that maintain the ethics guardrails risk ceding ground to competitors that don’t.


When OpenAI moved in to take the Pentagon work, CEO Sam Altman told his board of directors the move looked “opportunistic and sloppy.” But he said the company took it anyway, because admitting that an action looks bad is different from being willing to fall behind.



            [image: Donald Trump talking to AI leaders at the White House.]
            
              President Donald Trump and OpenAI CEO Sam Altman speak during a Jan. 21, 2025, news conference during which Trump announced an investment in AI infrastructure.
              Andrew Harnik/Getty Images
            
          

This situation reflects the classic prisoner’s dilemma. If Anthropic maintains safety provisions and OpenAI strips them away, OpenAI gets the contracts and the future advantage. If both companies maintain the provisions, digital protections might survive. But because neither company can be certain the other will hold the line – and because being left behind is not a good option – the rational choice is to discard safety measures.


These circumstances differ from a standard market race to the bottom in one key respect: The trap of having to strip away guardrails isn’t an accident of competition; it’s being maintained by the government through incentives. 


Palantir didn’t wait to be caught in this trap. The data analytics company was founded by Peter Thiel and run by Alex Karp, who spent years denouncing “woke” Silicon Valley. Palantir built its business model around government surveillance and military data infrastructure. While Palantir has said it is committed to privacy and civil liberties, critics contend that the company is dismantling those protections. The company’s stock has surged under the Trump administration, its contracts have expanded, and it now has a front-row seat where AI policy is being written. Palantir solved the prisoner’s dilemma by defecting first.


It’s important to note that the dissolution of safety teams across the industry, such as OpenAI’s Superalignment team and Microsoft’s ethics unit, isn’t the result of anyone deciding to abandon safety. What I see in analyzing the different companies’ actions is a pattern: an accumulation of collective, incremental compromises that quietly reorient the definition of safety away from the public and toward the state. The resulting harm and risks fall on everyone whose lives are shaped by AI systems.


Redefining safety to serve the government


Across government contracts and policy documents, I have also observed that the original definition of AI-related safety has shifted from protecting the public toward making systems controllable for the state. The “anti-woke” framing accelerates this shift: Once ethics requirements are characterized as ideological rather than technical, removing them can be framed not as a safety reduction but as a correction.


This shift does not require bad faith from the companies. Safety teams are still doing rigorous work. The companies are not lying when they describe their safety commitments. Those commitments are now simply oriented toward the government rather than the public.


The case for stronger AI regulation assumes that a government constrains commercial entities on behalf of the public. But blacklisting a company for maintaining civil rights protections, and then banning the military deployment of its AI hours later, shows that the federal government in this instance enables the harm that regulation is meant to prevent. 


Expanding regulatory authority over AI companies does not necessarily protect citizens. Safety regulations – intended to constrain corporate power – in authoritarian regimes become tools to coerce compliance.

Michael Gregory does not work for, consult, own shares in or receive funding from any company or organization that would benefit from this article, and has disclosed no relevant affiliations beyond their academic appointment.


Original: https://theconversation.com/from-oversight-to-coercion-how-authoritarian-governments-are-twisting-ai-safety-to-get-tech-companies-to-fall-in-line-277945
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