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FROM THE EDITOR

The direction
Al travels
will be
determined
not by
machines
but by people

The people behind AT

TODAY WE PUBLISH THE THIRD EDITION OF
the TIME100 Al, our annual look at the most
influential people in artificial intelligence.
We launched this list in 2023, in the wake of
OpenAT’s release of ChatGPT, the moment
many became aware of Al’s potential to com-
pete with and exceed the capabilities of hu-
mans. Our aim was to show how the direction
Al travels will be determined not by machines
but by people—innovators, advocates, artists,
and everyone with a stake in the future of this
technology. Our aspiration for TIME is to be
your trusted guide through this transformation.

This year’s list further confirms our focus on
people. One of the dominant Al storylines of
2025 has been the competition over people. In-
vestors have poured hundreds of millions into
startups, reflecting the perceived value of found-
ers, and leaders of Big Tech
firms like Meta’s Mark Zuck-
erberg have reportedly offered
nine-figure deals to attract
prized technologists. Those
hires, accompanied by frenzied
rumors, have turned the once
obscure competition over Al re-
searchers into something that
better resembles professional
sports free agency. The stakes
for beating the competition are
so high that leading researchers
are courted like NBA All-Stars.
(Two of Zuckerberg’s note-
worthy hires, Alexandr Wang
and Nat Friedman, join him on
the 2025 TIME100 AL)

Since we began the TIME100 Al, spend-
ing on Al-related technologies has accelerated,
becoming a key driver of the global economy.
Whether this is for better or for worse it is
too soon to tell, but investment in computer-
processing equipment is growing at nearly four
times the rate of GDP. Computer scientist and
2025 honoree Stuart Russell estimates that the
current planned expenditure could be 25 times
the amount spent on the Manhattan Project,
even adjusting for inflation. This is a historic
deployment of capital, and the decisions on how
to spend it are being made by many of the indi-
viduals who join the TIME100 AI community
this year, including Softbank CEO Masayoshi
Son, OpenAlI CEO Sam Altman, xAI founder
Elon Musk, White House AI Czar David Sacks,
and the E.U’s Henna Virkkunen.

Also in this issue, we show how these

Matthew Prince, Lyonne, Joanne Jang,
and Russell are on this year’s list

individuals’ decisions are transforming not just
the technology industry but also how we live
and potentially how wars will be won. Justin
Worland and photographer Elliot Ross trav-
eled to Atlanta to show how the physical spaces
like data centers, which make AI possible, are
stressing our energy grids. And Billy Perrigo re-
ports from Paris on the geopolitical calculations
and risks that accompany the competition for
achieving artificial general intelligence.

THE AI INDUSTRY is changing rapidly. (Only 16
TIME100 Al honorees appeared previously on
the list, which was overseen by Ayesha Javed.)
As AT’s entry into our lives has quickened, so
has the volume increased of voices warning
about its developments. Those voices are rec-
ognized too in this year’s list, including Pope
Leo X1V, researcher Yoshua Bengio, and French
Minister Clara Chappaz. It also includes artists
venturing to the frontiers of what is possible,
and what happens when hu-
mans and AI work together,
like Refik Anadol, who created
this issue’s cover image, and
actor Natasha Lyonne. “Iun-
derstand the spark that Al in-
vokes in people. Life is scary,’
Lyonne told TIME. “The fact
of the matter is that it’s upon
us. Best we dive in, I think.”

We are diving in at TIME
too. In addition to the
TIME100 Al community,
we’re growing a team of re-
porters dedicated to covering
the people and ideas powering
AL Part of their work can be
found in a new newsletter, au-
thored by Perrigo and Andrew R. Chow, called
In the Loop. We're also experimenting with
how AI can improve our distribution of TIME’s
coverage. Our partnerships with AT companies
like OpenAI have helped make TIME one of the
most cited sources of information on platforms
like ChatGPT. And this summer, in partnership
with Scale AI, we launched our first AT audio
briefings. Soon, we look forward to debuting
the TIME AI Agent, which will create the most
interactive and personalized reading experience
ever for TIME’s trusted reporting.

G

Sam Jacobs,
EDITOR-IN-CHIEF
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Behind the cover

To create this year’s TIME100 Al cover, artist Refik Anadol fine-
tuned his studio’s Al system on an archive containing each of
TIME’s more than 5,000 covers to date, spanning over 100
years. The resulting abstract visualization—featuring Anadol’s
signature flowing, molecular aesthetic—represents the Al
“dreaming” about a century of TIME’s visual history. Following
the success of his 2022 MOMA exhibition, which attracted

3 million people, Anadol aims to offer a hopeful vision. “The
future is not a fixed destination to be afraid of, but a fluid
reality we can actually shape,” he tells TIME.

TIME'’s Impact Leadership Forum and dinner

TIME’s Impact Leadership Forum took place on Aug. 7 on Martha’s Vineyard in Massachusetts. It opened
with a discussion on intergenerational collaboration, featuring (above left, from left) panelists Maria Teresa
Kumar of Voto Latino; progressive activist David Hogg; and Carla Thompson Payton of the W.K. Kellogg
Foundation, which sponsored the event; and TIME senior correspondent Alice Park. At the dinner,
black-ish star Yara Shahidi (above right) gave a toast urging attendees to always ask tough questions.

Read more at[time.com/impact-leadership-forum|
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Documenting
Colombia’s guerrillas

Negotiations for “total
peace” between Gustavo
Petro’s Colombian
government and armed
groups that control
production of cocaine’s
main ingredient are entering
crunch time. In TIME’s State
of Coca, journalists with
the organization Amazon
Underworld travel to the
rainforest to speak with
leaders of Comandos
de la Frontera about how the
conflict could end. Watch at
[time.com/state-of-cocd
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WHAT TO KNOW ABOUT WHY MANY WOMEN THE TRIUMPH OF
LONE STAR LOCKUP ARE QUITTING WORK ASTRONAUT JIM LOVELL
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THE BRIEF OPENER

T WAS AROUND MIDNIGHT IN MOSCOW WHEN

Vladimir Putin took a call from the White House.

President Donald Trump had just spent several

hours, on Aug. 18, in meetings with Ukrainian Pres-
ident Volodymyr Zelensky and seven other leaders from
Europe who had come along in a frantic effort to shore
up U.S. support for the Ukrainian position. Now Trump
was telling Putin about what he believed needed to be
the next step: the leaders of the warring sides, Trump
said, should meet in person and try to make progress to-
ward peace. Putin seemed to have other plans.

After the call, the Kremlin issued a mealymouthed
statement, suggesting that it might be worth “explor-
ing the possibility of raising the level of representatives”
in future peace talks. Whatever that means, it seemed
a long way from accepting Trump’s suggestion that Putin
himself sit down with Zelensky.
On other points, too, the Russians
reverted to their familiar meth-
ods of wartime diplomacy: mak-
ing threats, issuing demands, and
playing for time.

The threats from Moscow be-
came especially aggressive when
it came to the central questions
of the closely watched talks at the
White House: If a peace agree-
ment were reached, how could it
be secured? Who would guarantee
that peace? And by what means?

On these points, Trump seemed
to move closer to the position of
his European allies. “We’ll help
them out with that,” he said during
his press conference with Zelensky
at the start of the marathon talks.
“We will give them very good pro-
tection, very good security.” He
even said the protections would
be “NATO-like,” echoing the promises of several Euro-
pean members of the NATO alliance, who have expressed
a willingness to secure any future peace deal in Ukraine
using their own troops.

Those statements began to approach what President
Zelensky has long been seeking: a clear commitment
from the U.S. and its allies that they would step in to de-
fend Ukraine from any future Russian invasion. With-
out such a commitment from his allies, Zelensky has ar-
gued, Ukraine cannot agree to any peace deal, because it
would be based on little more than Putin’s word. Trump’s
promise to “help out” with the future defense of Ukraine
seemed like a tentative but tangible step on the path to
real security guarantees.

It was enough to provoke a furious response from
Moscow. In another statement, the Russian Foreign Min-
istry said that any scenario involving NATO troops com-
ing to Ukraine’s defense in the future would risk “an un-
controlled escalation of the conflict with unpredictable

‘We will give
them very
good
protection,
very good
security.

—PRESIDENT DONALD TRUMP
ON HOW THE U.S.
COULD SUPPORT UKRAINE

consequences.” Any firm attempt to secure the peace, in
other words, would only deepen the war.

THAT WARNING DID NOT leave Trump with any clear op-
tions for advancing the peace process beyond the latest
stage of Russian obstructionism. In his concluding state-
ment, after at least five hours of talks with the visiting
leaders from Europe, Trump said he “began the arrange-
ments for a meeting” between the leaders of Russia and
Ukraine. But he did not say Putin had agreed to partici-
pate. On the crucial question of security guarantees for
Ukraine, Trump also sounded a lot more circumspect as
the long day of negotiations wound down. “We discussed
Security Guarantees for Ukraine, which Guarantees
would be provided by the various European Countries,
with a coordination with the United States of America”

This sounded a lot less con-
vincing than Trump’s suggestion
earlier in the day that Ukraine
would receive a “NATO-like”
commitment to its security.

But, given the pushback he
got from the Kremlin, Trump
did not have room to promise
much more. After his summit
with Putin in Alaska on Aug. 15,
he had already set aside his
main source of leverage over
the Russians—the threat of
sanctions and tariffs that could
weaken Putin’s economy. “We
don’t have to think about that
right now,” Trump remarked at
the time.

Secretary of State Marco
Rubio later confirmed that
the threat of sanctions against
Russia was off the table for
now. “I don’t think new sanc-
tions on Russia are going to force them to accept cease-
fire,” Rubio said on NBC’s Meet the Press on Aug. 17. But
Trump may have no other means of bringing Russia’s
leaders to the negotiating table.

Their intent to continue the war in Ukraine has come
through loud and clear in their statements and, in one case,
their fashion choices. Arriving for the summit with Trump
in Alaska, Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov had the
letters USSR written across the front of his sweater. He
later insisted on Russian state TV that there was “nothing
imperialistic” about the message. But when asked about
Putin’s readiness to meet with Zelensky, the minister de-
flected. Any such summit, Lavrov said, would need to be
organized “step by step, gradually, starting with the expert
level and going through all the necessary stages.” Russia,
in other words, is in no hurry to talk about peace. Unless
Trump changes that dynamic—and reviving the threat of
economic sanctions is his best option for doing that—the
status quo seems unlikely to change anytime soon. O

The Brief includes reporting by Chantelle Lee, Tharin Pillay, Simmone Shah, and Olivia B. Waxman
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Mourning in Gaza

Mourners carry the body of Anas al-Sharif at his funeral in Gaza City on Aug. 11. The Al Jazeera correspondent—whom Israel had called
a terrorist, without providing evidence—was killed along with several of his colleagues in an airstrike on a tent housing journalists
and media workers; nearly 200 members of the press have been killed in the conflict, according to the Committee to Protect Journalists.

THE BULLETIN

ICE ‘Lone Star Lockup’ mega detention facility opens

ADETENTION CENTER POISED TO
become the largest of its kind in the U.S.
opened on a military base in El Paso,
Texas, on Aug. 17. U.S. Immigration
and Customs Enforcement said it was
an effort to “decompress ICE deten-
tion facilities in other regions.” More
than $1 billion will be invested in the
Fort Bliss center to expand its current
1,000-bed capacity to 5,000. Dubbed
Lone Star Lockup, its opening is part

of the Trump Administration’s effort to
use U.S. military bases and personnel to
enforce immigration rules.

INFRASTRUCTURE BOOM A Washing-
ton Post report found that ICE plans
to add more than 41,000 detention
beds in 2025, nearly doubling its ca-
pacity from the start of the year, to
“deliver on the American people’s

mandate for mass deportations,”’ As-
sistant Homeland Security Secretary
Tricia McLaughlin said in a state-
ment to TIME. Funding comes from
the One Big Beautiful Bill, which
included the largest detention and
deportation investment in U.S. his-
tory, per the American Immigration
Council. Passed in July, the bill al-
located $45 billion for immigration
detention—a 265% increase to ICE’s
detention budget. Homeland Security
chief Kristi Noem is exploring pur-
chasing a fleet of airliners for deporta-
tions, rather than chartering flights,
NBC News reported on Aug. 20.

CHECKERED HISTORY Fort Bliss served
as a Japanese internment camp dur-
ing World War IT and more recently as
an emergency shelter for thousands

of unaccompanied migrant children
during the Obama and Biden adminis-
trations. In 2021, two federal employ-
ees filed a whistle-blower complaint
alleging mismanagement of childcare
and public-health and safety concerns.

RIGHTS CONCERNS Immigrants’-
rights advocates cited desert tempera-
tures, and an isolation “designed to
break people down, strip away hope,
and pressure them into giving up
their cases,” wrote the ACLU’s Haddy
Gassama. The megafacility opened de-
spite the El Paso County Commission
unanimously passing a resolution in
early August opposing it. Republican
Senator John Cornyn of Texas coun-
tered the criticisms, calling the center
“humane”and “safe.”

—SOLCYRE BURGA
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THE BRIEF NEWS

GOOD QUESTION
Why are so many women
leaving the workforce?

BY ALANA SEMUELS

212,000. THAT’S HOW MANY WOMEN AGES 20 AND OVER
have left the U.S. workforce since January, according to
the most recent jobs numbers released Aug. 1 by the Bu-
reau of Labor Statistics. (By contrast, 44,000 men of the
same age have entered the workforce since January.) The
numbers are especially stark for women with children.
From January to June, the labor-force participation rate of
women ages 25 to 44 living with a child under 5 fell nearly
3 percentage points, from 69.7% to 66.9%, says Misty Lee
Heggeness, an associate professor of economics and public
affairs at the University of Kansas.

It’s a big reversal. The participa-
tion of those women had soared in
2022, 2023, and 2024, peaking in
January 2025, as flexible work poli-
cies helped women join the work-
force and generate much-needed
income for their families. This year,
workers have seen flexibility re-
voked on alarge scale. President
Donald Trump ordered federal em-
ployees back to the office five days
aweek in January, and Amazon,
JPMorgan, and AT&T also returned
to five-day-a-week policies in 2025.
Overall, full-time in-office require-
ments among Fortune 500 compa-
nies jumped to 24% in the second
quarter of 2025, up from 13% at the end of 2024, according to
the Flex Index, which tracks remote-work policies.

It’s not a coincidence that women’s participation in the
workforce is falling as flexibility disappears, says Julie Vogt-
man, senior director of job quality for the National Women’s
Law Center. Women capitalized on remote work and flex-
ibility during the pandemic and stopped exiting the labor
force, research shows. Now, many are not able to do so.

“Women still take on the lion’s share of caregiving re-
sponsibilities, and they are more likely than men to be navi-
gating how to meet those caregiving responsibilities while
holding down a job,” she says. “They are also more likely
than men to feel that they have to leave the workforce when
their balancing act becomes unmanageable.”

THE DISAPPEARANCE OF FLEXIBILITY is not the only
reason women are leaving the workforce in 2025. Some

of the decline in participation comes because federal dol-
lars for childcare have declined significantly in 2025. That
money helped many centers stay open and charge lower tu-
ition than they otherwise would have. The federal funding
helped some providers keep their costs down; now, child-
care expenses are rising again. “You have a population of

6 TIME September 8, 2025

‘Women
still take on
the lion’s
share of
caregiving’

—JULIE VOGTMAN,
NATIONAL WOMEN'S
LAW CENTER

working women who are finding it
increasingly difficult to make the math
work,” Vogtman says.

As women leave the workforce,
the Trump Administration is explor-
ing ways to encourage women to slow
the country’s decline in birth rate. But
Heggeness says the return-to-office
policies may be making some women
put off having children.

“What they are doing right now,
with the return-to-work policies
and their leading by example, is the
exact opposite of what you’d want
to be doing from a policy perspec-
tive if you really care about increasing
birth rates,” Heggeness says.

There are bigger rea-
sons to be concerned
about women leaving
the workforce. With-
out two incomes, many
families struggle to af-
ford basics like hous-
ing, food, and transpor-
tation; they have less
money to spend, which
means less money cir-
culating in the econ-
omy. Economic growth
has slowed in the first
half of the year; in the
long term, slowing
growth worsens peo-
ple’s standard of living.

For many women, this is more than
an economic problem: it’s a depress-
ing reminder that the brief period of
time when work-from-home reigned—
when balancing family and work was
actually sometimes possible—is over.

Big picture, women’s labor-force
participation has stalled in the U.S. in
recent decades, peaking in the early
2000s even as it rose in many coun-
tries in Europe. But then, during the
pandemic, rates started rising again, as
women could handle caregiving respon-
sibilities while working from home.

“When I hear about these compa-
nies making everyone go back to the
office, the most normal situation is it’s
being ordered by some old white male
person with what I call care privilege,”
says Heggeness. “Which is that they
have someone who cooks their meals,
irons their clothes, or picks their kids
up from day care.” a
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HEALTH

BY ANGELA HAUPT

2. Script some
go-to phrases

1. Practice in
low-stakes settings

5. Have an exit strategy ready
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POOR VOTE,
SWING VOTE

BY WILLIAM J. BARBER 1l AND JONATHAN WILSON-HARTGROVE
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THE VIEW OPENER

Workers protest proposed Medicaid cuts near the U.S. Capitol on June 23 in
Washington, D.C. Trump signed the budget bill, and cuts, into law in July

Over the past four decades, as in-
equality has grown exponentially for
all Americans, the number of poor and
low-income white people—66 million
in 2018—has swelled higher than any
other demographic. This is one rea-
son low-income, majority-white com-
munities became susceptible to the
“populist” appeal of the MAGA move-
ment. If white people are hurting, the
divide-and-conquer myth suggests,
it must be because Black people or
immigrants are taking from them.

By leaning into an aggressive invest-
ment in extreme ICE raids, President
Donald Trump’s Administration has
bet the farm on this myth.

But the reality of American poli-
tics is that despite these appeals, most
poor people don’t vote against their
own interests. While Trump improved
in 2024 among low-income voters
who cast a ballot in the election, new
data from Lake Research Associates
makes clear that the real change was
in the number of poor and low-income
people who decided not to vote in
the race between Trump and Kamala
Harris. More than 19 million who
helped elect President Joe Biden in
2020 didn’t show up in 2024. Nearly
a third said their No. 1 reason for not

12 TIME September 8, 2025

voting was that they didn’t feel as if
the Democrats’ message spoke to their
economic situation.

Poor people are not driving the ex-
tremism in American politics, nor are
they the true base for Trump, whose
major policy achievement has been to
cut government programs that serve
everyday people so he can give tax
breaks to corporations and wealthy
Americans. Poor and low-income
Americans are, in fact, the largest
swing vote in the country. We need a
movement to engage poor people who
haven’t voted because they’ve never
imagined the system could work for
them. As they begin to feel the impact
of the cuts from Trump’s big budget
bill, poor and low-income people must
organize to demand candidates who
will represent them.

Movements that bring poor people
together across lines of race and re-
gion can build on America’s history of
moral fusion movements to strengthen
democracy for all of us. In our book
White Poverty, we wrote about how
the 2018 midterms saw a roughly 10%
increase in voter participation over
the previous midterms—a larger four-
year increase than the one that led to
Barack Obama’s record-breaking turn-

out in 2008. Many factors contributed
to this surge in participation, but a raw
number increase in low-income vot-
ers made a significant contribution to
the “blue wave” that returned control
of the U.S. House to Democrats in 2018
and put a check on Trump’s use of the
White House to reward elite interests
and undermine policies that lift poor
people in 2020.

A MOVEMENT CAN CHANGE how can-
didates talk and what agenda they
promise to pursue when elected. Dem-
ocrats need a new wave of leadership
that not only articulates a vision for
how government can serve everyday
people, but also demonstrates that
they are committed to use executive
action, change courts, and use power
to win policies that lift from the bot-
tom so everyone can rise.

If a moral fusion movement, led
by poor and low-income people, can
rise up in America today, we have
the numbers to change the political
conversation. This is why we have
launched Moral Mondays across the
South in districts that will be hurt
first and worst by cuts to health care,
and organized people who will be di-
rectly affected to speak directly to
their representatives with clergy and
moral leaders by their side. A move-
ment led by these people, linking arms
across racial lines and joining hands
with progressive allies, could decide
not only the presidential elections, but
also many congressional and state-
wide races.

Poor and low-income people make
up a third of the U.S. electorate—
more than 40% of the electorate in
the swing states that will decide the
2026 midterms. It’s time for poor peo-
ple of every race to reject the myths
that have been used to divide us and
come together to demand an economy
that works for all of us. Such a move-
ment isn’t only good news for the
poor. It’s the best hope for American
democracy.

Barber is president of Repairers of the
Breach and co-chair of the Poor People's
Campaign. Wilson-Hartgrove is author of
Revolution of Values: Reclaiming Public
Faith for the Common Good
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THE VIEW ESSAY

WORLD

In exile, Ilost India
but gained a home

BY AATISH TASEER

ON NOV. 7, 2019, THE GOVERNMENT OF PRIME MINISTER
Narendra Modi revoked my Overseas Citizenship of India
(OCI), effectively banning me from the country I grew up
in. India was where my mother and grandmother lived.
Where four out of my five books of fiction and nonfiction
were set. Where I had returned after college in the U.S.
with the aim of being “an Indian writer.”

The government alleged I had concealed that my fa-
ther was Pakistani. It was a surprising accusation. My first
book—Stranger to History: A Son’s Journey Through Islamic
Lands, which was published in 2009—dealt extensively
with my relationship to my absent father and my rediscov-
ery of him. I had written countless articles on the subject,
not to mention that my father was a public figure. In 2011,
as governor of Punjab, Pakistan’s largest province, he was
assassinated by his own bodyguard for defending a Chris-
tian woman accused of blasphemy. His killing was on the
front page of the New York Times.

None of this affected my position in India, where I lived
for over 30 years. I became “Pakistani” the day I wrote
a story for the cover of TIME titled INDIA’S DIVIDER IN
CHIEF, which appeared in 2019, in the run-up to Modi’s re-
election. Modi’s army of internet trolls came after me with
threats, abuse, and digital vandalism. Then Modi himself
spoke: “TIME Magazine is foreign. The writer has also said
he comes from a Pakistani political family. That is enough
for his credibility.”

After that, I was on borrowed time.

THERE IS SOMETHING DEBILITATING about losing one’s
country. It is so intimately tied up with our sense of self
that we don’t know how fundamental it is till it’s gone. “Ido
not ‘love’ Germany,” wrote Sebastian Haffner in 1939 in
Defying Hitler soon after leaving Nazi Germany for Britain,
“just as I do not ‘love’ myself.” But “one’s country,” he con-
tinued, “plays a different and far more indispensable role
than that of a mistress; it is just one’s country. If one loses
it, one almost loses the right to love any other country.”

My relationship to India was instinctive. It formed the
understructure of my creative life, a kind of zero point
from which I measured my distance to all other places.

I could enumerate the reasons why I was Indian, but the
beauty of belonging is that it is unspoken. To make the
case for why one belongs is, as with certain fundamental
rights, to articulate what one never meant to surrender.

I was the result of a love affair between an Indian jour-
nalist and a Pakistani politician. The affair (and my birth
out of wedlock) shocked my conservative Sikh grand-
parents. Yet my maternal grandparents embraced me and
my mother soon after my father abandoned us. It was my
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Nani who brought me on her back to
India when I was 2 and her unques-
tioning love that instilled in me my
sense of place and belonging. Modi’s
action against me felt like a betrayal
of that love. Her husband, my grand-
father, was an officer in the Indian
army and had fought against Pakistan
in two wars. I thought of how outraged
she would be to learn that the child
who had grown up in her house had
been recast as an enemy alien. She died
last year, in 2024, with me unable to
see her in her final years.

India is lost to me in one sense—
I cannot go home—but it is lost to
countless others in another, more im-
portant sense too. In India, the de-
mands of blood and soil are now pitted
against the exalted idea of a more secu-
lar country. India’s founders, after the
country’s 1947 Partition along religious
lines, were determined never to let it
become a “Hindu Pakistan.” Its first
Prime Minister, Jawaharlal Nehru, en-
visioned India as a palimpsest, where
“layer upon layer of thought and rev-
erie had been inscribed, and yet no
succeeding layer has completely hid-
den or erased what has been written
previously.” For men like Nehru and
Mohandas Gandhi, the modern nation
was to be a repository of the dizzying
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multiplicity of cultures, languages,
religions, and ethnicities that had per-
meated Indian soil for 5,000 years.
India was a collage of states, each the
size of a large European country, with
languages, scripts, and literatures of
its own. It was held together not by
the domination of a single group, but
rather by its asymmetries. “The cen-
trifugal forces of India are old and
powerful,” wrote the Mexican writer
Octavio Paz in In Light of India. “They
have not destroyed the country be-
cause, without intending to, they have
neutralized one another.”

Beneath this great Indian variety,
there lay an underlying unity—India
was 85% Hindu—but it was inter-
estingly not a homogeneity. It was
something that had never fully been
exploited for political purposes, in
part because it was felt that India’s
Hindus had more in common with
their regional Muslim and Christian
counterparts—of whom there are
some 170 million and 28 million, respectively—than they
did with each other. The idea of a Hindu vote, like a white
vote in the U.S., was regarded as something of a chimera.

This is simply no longer true. Modi’s triumph, as a
politician, is that he has been able to galvanize India’s
roughly 1 billion Hindus behind the notion of India as
a holy land. Long before Donald Trump and his MAGA
acolytes, Modi understood how the primal power of blood
could be deployed against the delicate bloom of ideas and
abstractions. His success at remaking India as an ethno-
national entity has left many who believed in Nehru and
Gandbhi’s vision of India as what used to be described in
the Soviet era as internal émigrés—those who were
physically present but culturally exiled.

“EXILE IS A WRITER’S NATURAL STATE,” the author
Jeet Thayil told the Indian press when asked about what
the Indian government had done to me. It is a romantic
idea, bringing to mind so many writers and painters, from
James, Nabokov, and Joyce to Goya, Chagall, and Dali,
who were fed as artists by the experience—now imposed,
now voluntary—of not being able to return home. But
for each of these artists, there are countless others who
lack the inner resources needed to be away so long from
their friends and family—not to say, their material—and
for whom exile is arid and sterile. “It cannot be said that
they prospered here,” writes Hisham Matar in his novel
My Friends, describing the state of Arab intelligentsia in
the UK. “If anything, they withered, grew old and tired.
London was, in a way, where Arab writers came to die.”

I was not sure what exile would do to me, but, as the
reality of not being able to go home set in, an unexpected
emotion crept over me: relief. The burden of trying to fit

In India, the
demands
of blood
and soil are
now pitted
against the
exalted idea
of amore
secular
country

into India, of forever apologizing for
its shortcomings, apologizing for my
own westernization, was suddenly
lifted from me.

My husband, whom I met in New
York in the summer of 2014, after the
election that brought Modi to power,
remembers how strenuous my asser-
tions of belonging were at the time.
The more I stressed my Indianness,
the more he doubted it was real.

As someone who had grown up in
evangelical Tennessee and come to
live on the East Coast, he was sus-
picious of claims of authenticity,
whether they be of the “real” India

or the “real” America. “Don’t for-

get,” he once told me of his folks back
home, “that as much as we live in a
bubble here, they live in a bubble too.”

The demands of belonging that
India made on me must have been
hard on my husband. Not just my ab-
sences, but also my need to forever
balance two societies in my head. I
remember him asking me once to
“unpack”—to not live as if my life in
America were provisional.

Then suddenly, one day, I woke
up to find it was the only life I had.
Once India closed behind me, I felt
strangely free. I felt my old curiosities
return, many of which I had discarded
in order to better belong in India.

I could revel, for instance, in my love
of the English language, the locus of
so much postcolonial anxiety in India,
without fearing that I was somehow
letting down the side.

The West, in turn, was no longer
some dirty secret that I could enjoy
only at the detriment of the “real”
India. After all the wringing of wrists,
the stewing over questions of place,
of feeling myself forever betwixt and
between, I found I was easier in my
own skin. I no longer felt answerable
to an imagined country out there
whose claims on “realness” exceeded
my own. My circumstances had forced
a natural cosmopolitanism on me,
and I was not prepared to sacrifice
that for anyone. I was home.

Excerpted from A Return to Self: Excur-
sions in Exile by Aatish Taseer. Copy-
right © 2025 by Aatish Taseer. Reprinted
by permission of Catapult Books
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The D.C. Brief

By Philip Elliott

SENIOR CORRESPONDENT

IN NORMAL TIMES, THE FIRST
Friday of the month brings a rou-
tine tranche of government data
known as the monthly jobs report.
The markets react, the politicians
preen, and most Americans go
about their day.

But these are not normal times,
and the Bureau of Labor Statistics
is no longer in the safe zone of non-
partisanship thanks to President
Donald Trump’s decision to can
its chief because he didn’t like the
math. On Aug. 1, Trump summar-
ily fired BLS commissioner Erika
McEntarfer after her team of stats
mavens revised downward the job
numbers for May and June. Trump
decided the revisions were an ef-
fort to embarrass him and stoked
conspiracy theories of rigged
spreadsheets. It was the equiva-
lent of firing a National Weather
Service meteorologist because he
spotted a hurricane and said some-
thing about it.

This is about much more than
a head count of Americans show-
ing up to work. The BLS, an in-
dependent shop inside the De-
partment of Labor that’s run by a

Senate-confirmed geek, is a ware-
house of quants whose products
shape everything from interest
rates and investment payouts to
strategic decisions made by indi-
vidual businesses. The BLS is an
army of 2,000 nerds whose huge—
but quiet—sway over the global
economy is based in large part on
the confidence that they don’t cook
the books.

On Sept. 5, the federal govern-
ment is scheduled to release its
first jobs report since Trump fired
McEntarfer. The reaction to those
numbers is likely to be colored by
her dismissal. If, say, the report
shows hiring surged in August,
will investors even believe it?

Trump’s predecessors largely pri-
oritized stability over showmanship,
understanding the importance of
projecting a steady hand from Wash-
ington since World War Il reset the

‘Good data...
also helps the
private sector.

—FED CHAIR JAY POWELL
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President Trump in the
Oval Office on Aug. 7

global order. Many of Trump’s capri-
cious choices—from his trade- and
tariff-war tantrums to his repeatedly
threatening to fire the Federal Re-
serve chairman—are undermining
that perception. Many global leaders
now see U.S. influence as shrinking,
as so many of the country’s decisions
seem to have no obvious aim other
than serving Trump’s lust for chaos
and affirmation.

Around Washington, the daily
whiplash has become routine. But
the BLS shift is something new. Even
though Presidents might not always
like the report that crosses their desk
each month, they could have confi-
dence that they were getting an as-
accurate-as-possible snapshot of the
economy. The same can be said for
Wall Street, which counts on the led-
ger to be an apolitical indicator.

“Good data helps not just the Fed,
it helps the government, but it also
helps the private sector,” said Fed
Chair Jay Powell two days before
McEntarfer was sacked. “The United
States has been a leader in that for
100 years.”

Trump’s impetuous act consti-
tutes a huge risk, one that histori-
cally has never worked out. The
Greek debt crisis that began in 2009
was the result of a Potemkin set of
books; Argentina’s 2001 default
on international loans was the by-
product of fictional inflation num-
bers. In 1937, Joseph Stalin had his
census chief shot and killed when
his numbers contradicted what the
Soviet leader had advertised. The
unflattering numbers were buried in
the Soviet archives until 1989.

Trump has long fetishized such
strongman bravado, but he also
craves the approval of Wall Street,
which has a thing for accurate, sta-
ble, and honest data, an indispens-
able service that Washington pro-
duced for decades with little drama.

For more insights from Washington,
sign up for TIME’s politics newsletter

|at time.com/theDCbrief
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By Justin Worland

The effect
of an EPA
rollback
of climate
rulesis
hard to
predict
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THE ARCHITECT OF THE Al FRONTIER:
Gérard Lopez and the Vision Behind The Lydian Group

t's not often that a single life spans such vast and varied

terrain—poverty and privilege, failure and triumph, disruption and

discipline. Yet Gérard Lopez, the ever-driven Spanish/Luxembourgish
entrepreneur, investor, and polymath, has made a career—and a
legacy—out of turning chaos into opportunity. From growing up in a
house without hot water to owning a Formula 1 team and predicting
some of the most transformative tech trends of the past three decades,
Lopez's story reads like a script written for acceleration.

Lopez was born into modest circumstances. His early childhood was
marked by instability—frequent school changes, disciplinary issues,
and a sense of not quite fitting in. “He was difficult to manage,” says
a former teacher, “but you could feel the
intelligence bubbling under the surface.
It was just too much energy for one
classroom to hold.”

That energy would eventually find a
name. Diagnosed as a teenager in the
late 1980s with acute ADHD—at the
same time scoring over 170 on an 1Q

for the mental velocity that had made
childhood both exhilarating and alienating. “I didn’t need to be
fixed,” Lopez recalls. “l needed a bigger playground.”

The playground he built would become global. By his early teenage
years, he was already fluent in seven languages, went on to study both
Asian arts and advanced mathematics, and had begun establishing
himself as a force in the emerging world of tech entrepreneurship. His
hunger for knowledge was insatiable—and his instincts razor-sharp.

In 1999, Lopez co-founded Mangrove Capital Partners, the venture
capital firm that would help catapult companies like Skype, Wix, and
many others into the tech stratosphere. His investment record reads like
a prophecy in motion—including early backing of HealthTech leader K
Health, digital-first institution The Bank of London, or OMD Systems,
builder of the world’s fastest interceptor drone. “We don't follow

“HE CONNECTS DOTS MOST OF US
DON'T EVEN SEE,” SAYS A SENIOR
EXECUTIVE AT A DIGITAL ASSET
FIRM BACKED BY LOPEZ. “HE WAS
TALKING ABOUT GENERATIVE AI'S
IMPACT ON EDUCATION YEARS
BEFORE CHATGPT. HE’S NOT JUST
test—Lopez suddenly had an explanation AHEAD—HE'S LATERAL.”

trends,” says longtime friend and business partner Mark Tluszcz. “We
make them.”

After nearly two decades co-managing Mangrove, Lopez stepped
back from day-to-day operations in 2017—not to slow down, but to
go deeper. He immersed himself in Al and digital assets, two fields he
believed would define the next wave of global disruption. It wasn't a
guess—it was Lopez seeing the future, and acting on it.

In the years since, he has quietly shaped the architecture of
tomorrow. He co-founded The Lydian Group in 2022 with technologist
Greg Fishman, putting together companies they had been nurturing
since 2018—at a time when Web3 was surging, Al was stepping out of
the lab, and capital markets were swinging
wildly between euphoria and correction.
While others saw chaos, Lopez and
Fishman saw convergence.

“We didn't launch Lydian to follow
trends,” Lopez says. “We built it because
we saw a structural shift—where
decentralization, intelligence, and global
scalability weren't just features of the
future. They were already requirements.”

Lydian was never meant to be just another holding company. The
vision was deeper: a connective platform that embeds itself across
its ventures—providing technical infrastructure, strategic alignment,
and operational firepower. “Startups were siloed,” Lopez explains.
“Innovation was happening in pockets. Capital was chasing noise. We
wanted to build something systemic, a platform that could carry vision
and velocity across borders.”

That philosophy has paid off. Today, The Lydian Group owns
Cointelegraph, the most influential media brand in the blockchain
world, and Scalable Technologies, a crypto-native developer employing
over 300 engineers and powering major trading platforms, digital
banks, and decentralized services. Combined, Lydian’s platforms power
more than $3 billion in monthly transaction volume.


http://time.com/partnercontent

CONTENT FROM THE INTELLIGENT INVESTOR

What makes Lydian stand out in a crowded sector isn't only its
portfolio—but its approach. Unlike traditional investors, Lydian embeds
with its companies, sharing engineering talent, growth tools, and go-to-
market expertise. “We don't just back companies—we help build them.
That's what sets us apart,” Lopez says.

This hands-on model has helped fuel rapid expansion. But Lopez
is thinking much bigger. “We're actively entering markets in Latin
America, Southeast Asia, and the Gulf,” he says. “Not because they're
trendy—but because the infrastructure is there to leapfrog legacy
models. And frankly, the hunger is there too.”

Lopez's strategic discipline is as refined as his ambition. While Lydian
is open to acquisitions, most of its growth is organic—deliberately
paced and deeply aligned. “We do both, but only when the DNA fits,”
Lopez says. “Acquiring just to grow doesn’t work. We're looking for
alignment—technologically, culturally, strategically.”

What binds it all together is Al. It's not a future aspiration—it's
already Lydian’s operating system. His partner Fishman started
developing Al models as far back as 2014. From autonomous
systems in finance to predictive analytics in user experience, artificial
intelligence is embedded across the group’s architecture.

“We've moved beyond experimentation,” Lopez says. “Now it's about
embedding intelligence into products that real people use—every day,
in every region.” That shift has also changed their customer base.
“We're seeing demand from legacy enterprises trying to modernize,
governments needing digital infrastructure, and next-gen founders who
want to build faster with fewer barriers.”

The most exciting frontier? Agent-based
systems—Al that doesn'’t just analyze data,
but acts, negotiates, and evolves. “That's
where the future lies,” he says. “Machines
that don't just predict what's coming—but
help shape it.”

Investor sentiment, meanwhile, is
shifting from exuberant to strategic.
“Yes, some investors are pulling back,”
Lopez acknowledges. “But the smart
money is getting more focused. They're not betting on apps—
they’re betting on platforms. That's where Lydian shines.”

Of course, fast-moving innovation attracts attention from regulators.
Al and Web3 remain ahead of policy in most jurisdictions. Lopez is
clear-eyed about the regulatory gap. “The key is transparency and
modular compliance—baking adaptability into your tech stack from
the beginning,” he says. What the sector needs, he believes, isn't more
regulation, but smarter regulation. “We don’t need more rules. We
need better ones. Frameworks that protect without paralyzing. We have
engaged with a number of regulators to help them navigate this new
world.”

For Lopez, ethical responsibility starts early. “You can’t bolt
on responsibility later,” he says. “We think about bias, security,
transparency—from the first line of code.”

That kind of long-range thinking reflects Lopez’s global sensibility.
Educated in the U.S., fluent in seven languages, and having led
ventures across Europe, Asia, and the Middle East, he brings a

AT THE SAME TIME, HE PUSHES
BACK ON THE NOTION THAT Al WILL
REPLACE HUMANITY. “THE BIGGEST
MISUNDERSTANDING IS THAT Al
REPLACES PEOPLE. IT DOESN'T. IT
REPLACES FRICTION,” HE SAYS. “IT
AUGMENTS HUMAN POTENTIAL.
THAT'S WHAT MATTERS. BUT WE
NEED TO EVOLVE WITH IT.”

cosmopolitan approach to leadership. “Culture isn't a soft skill—it's a
strategic one,” he says. “Global leadership means local nuance. You
don't scale ideas, you scale trust.”

But Lopez's world isn't only high-speed transactions and hard math.
He's also a passionate collector—of art, rare sneakers, watches, and
classic cars. A global expert on collectible automobiles, he's been a
winning F1 team owner for over a decade,
and an avid football investor with—as he
puts it—its rare ups and frequent downs.
He even co-owns the Chaplin Museum, a
poetic nod to creativity and timing—both
of which define his life.

He also sits on the international council
of Madrid’s Teatro Real and supports
numerous education initiatives through
the Mangrove Foundation and private
channels. “For all his intellect, Gerard
never lost touch with what matters,” says a close friend. “He’s fiercely
loyal to a fault, generous, and quietly committed to lifting others.”

Asked to define success, Lopez shrugs. “Success is velocity with
purpose. It's doing everything you can—at full throttle—with the time
you've got. | never wanted peace. | wanted motion.”

Ultimately, for Lopez, The Lydian Group isn’t just another company.
It's the culmination of decades of insight, risk, and reinvention. “I've
built in many arenas,” he reflects. “But Lydian is the one where
everything converges: technology, philosophy, purpose. If we do this
right, we won't just lead an industry, we'll redefine what intelligent
enterprise looks like.”

In Gérard Lopez's world, the future isn't a mystery to be solved. It's
a puzzle to be assembled—by someone moving fast enough to reach it
first.

“He’s not a man of eras,” says a fellow U.S. tech investor. “He’s a
man of inflection points. And somehow, Gérard Lopez always seems to
be standing right at the next one.”
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VER THE PAST 12 YEARS,
the small family-health
clinic in Melmastok, a
remote mountainous
community in Afghanistan’s central
Daikundi province, has withstood
multiple upheavals—from a Taliban
insurgency to the withdrawal of
international troops and the collapse
of the U.S.-backed government in
Kabul in 2021. Ever since, as the
Taliban returned to power, once
again issuing edicts to suppress
women and girls, the clinic and
its 34-year-old midwife Atifa have
continued to provide a lifeline for
mothers and young children.
Until this summer, that is. Come

July, the clinic finally closed its doors.

For Atifa, who identifies herself like
many local women with only her first
name, that means one thing: “Moth-
ers and children will die.”

The reason? The wholesale slash-
ing by Washington of U.S. humani-
tarian aid, until recently the single
biggest source of development sup-
port for ordinary Afghans. That sup-
port had been critical for the survival
of health and other development
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In July, mothers wait to

see a midwife at a clinic in
Daikundi’s Waras Valley that
lost its funding earlier this
year. Ahead of its possible
closure, Nassiba, pictured
here in the purple headscarf
with her 1-year-old child,
said mothers like her would
struggle to find care without
the facility. “We are poor. It
would be terrible.”

projects in the country, flowing in via
the U.N. and its partners. But, as of
August this year, funding cuts have
led to the suspension or closure of
422 health facilities in the country.
(Justifying the cuts, a senior Trump
Administration official cited reports
of attempts to disrupt aid by the
country’s Taliban authorities.)

The reductions include 21 family-
health clinics in Daikundi, among
them Atifa’s. Officially known as Fam-
ily Health Houses, and staffed by sol-
itary midwives like Atifa, a cleaner,
and a guard, the clinics provided care

to women and children in areas where
communities have no access to other
health facilities. Nationwide, more
than 100 such clinics have closed as a
result of the cuts.

The impact in many cases has
been devastating. In April, Ali Has-
san rushed his pregnant wife Mariam
to their local Family Health House
in Taiko, another remote Daikundi
community, when she complained
of pain and believed she was close to
giving birth. It was only after wait-
ing for the midwife for several hours
that they realized that the clinic had
been closed. The midwife had been
laid off. Desperate for medical atten-
tion, they headed for a district hos-
pital around five hours’ drive away.

It was too far. Both Miriam, 38, and
their child succumbed shortly after
they reached the hospital. “There was
a chance we could have saved both
mother and child ... or at least the
mother [had the clinic been open],”
Sediqa, a midwife at the district hos-
pital, told TIME.

The hospital director, Eztaul-
lah Alizada, agreed, adding, “These
women live far away, and sometimes



labor begins en route. By the time
they arrive, they are close to dying””

Globally, the trend has been
going in the other direction. Years
of interventions by local and inter-
national bodies mean that women
today are more likely than in the re-
cent past to survive childbirth, with
maternal mortality—or the deaths
of women per 100,000 live births—
declining by 40% from 2000 to
2023, according to the World Health
Organization (WHO).

But cuts could push Afghanistan,
already suffering from comparatively
high levels of maternal deaths, fur-
ther in the other direction. Nearly
two-thirds of global maternal deaths
occur in countries like Afghanistan
that are affected by “fragility or con-
flict,” the WHO says. As Kurshid,

a 30-year-old pregnant woman in
Daikundi told TIME, “All of us are
afraid we or our children might die”

Beyond pregnant women, the
clinics also provided care for young
children—and their closures have led
to fear among many, like Mariam, a
24-year-old in Daikundi with three
young children.

6éMOTHERS
AND CHILDREN
WILL DIE.?

Atifa, a midwife who has
served her community in
Daikundi for more than

a decade, underlines the
stakes for Afghan women and
children, after cutbacks in aid
led to the closure of her clinic.
“It will go back to how it was
before: women will give birth
at home or lose their babies
on the way to the hospital,”
she says.

She used to have four. Last year,
she lost her 5-month-old daugh-
ter when the child fell sick. Unable
to afford a taxi, Mariam was walk-
ing her to the nearest clinic, located
about an hour on foot from her home,
when the child died. Now, the near-
est health facility is more than twice
as far away even by car. “The winter

[when the region is buried under
snow, restricting movement],” she
tells TIME, “is even scarier.”

For midwives, the closures have
robbed them of their livelihoods in
what remains a severely depressed
economy. “I'm getting weaker and
older everyday,” Gul Chaman, a mid-
wife in Daikundi’s Waras Valley, told
TIME, fearful of what would hap-
pen once she had exhausted her
savings. “I'm afraid for me and my
children’s future.”

Atifa, the midwife in Melmastok,
is also afraid. She says she no longer
even has the supplies to work pri-
vately. It simply isn’t safe, forcing
her to turn away former patients, like
Soghra, a young woman in her 30s
who, a week before Atifa’s clinic shut
down, told TIME that she was “terri-
fied” about giving birth.

Tragically, her worst fears were re-
alized when she went into labor in
July. With no supplies to safely assist
Soghra, Atifa directed her to another
clinic around two hours away by car.
“I don’t know if it happened on the
way or at that clinic,” Atifa says, “but
she lost her child.”
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¢ AMWEAKAND ¢IF THE CLINIC HAD
CANNOT WALK THAT BEEN OPEN ... MAYBE
FAR. WE DON’'T KNOW THINGS WOULD HAVE

WHAT WE'LL DO.Y GONE DIFFERENTLY.?

V'S -
Meh Afroz, 25, pictured in her ninth Gulsum Akbari, a midwife, stands in her
month of pregnancy, is fearful of the family-health clinic where, the month
prospect of giving birth at home, before in June, a patient from a distant
following the closure of her local community had suffered a stillbirth—
family-health clinic. “I’'m afraid for me something Akbari said might have been
and my baby,” she says. The clinics that avoided if the pregnant woman still had
remain open are too far from her isolated access to a now closed clinic near her
Daikundi community. home. “[Had the clinic been functioning]

she would have received proper care
beforehand,” Akbari said.
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6WHO KNOWS 6WE ARE IN THE
WHAT WILL HAPPEN MIDDLE OF NOWHERE,
DURING THE SO WHAT SHOULD
WINTER?? WE DO?9

V'S PN
Mohammad Nadir Sharifi, 55, Raihana, pictured seven months
avillage elder in Taiko, holds up a pregnant and holding her 2-year-old, says
letter he and other members of the the possibility that her local health clinic
local council of elders wrote to the in Waras could close has left her fearful
authorities and humanitarian workers about receiving the care she needs.
there, imploring them to reopen Taiko’s She has already had two miscarriages,
family-health clinic, now closed as a she says, adding, “If this clinic closes,
result of funding cuts. where should we go?”
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A N ZOHRAN MAMDANI
ISPOISED TO

BECOME NEW

YORK’S NEXT

MAYOR. HOW DID
THAT HAPPEN?

o N BY MARK
CHIUSANO

T HE

S TREET

IT’S NOT EASY TO MOVE AROUND NEW YORK CITY AS
Zohran Mamdani anymore.

Like when the 33-year-old Democratic nominee for mayor
leaves a union meeting to walk to his Manhattan campaign
office, as he did one Monday morning in July. Within a block,
a phone-wielding crowd forms and follows. “Oh my God,
hello,” someone blurts. People clap. Cars honk. Traffic down
Fifth Avenue comes to a standstill as a plumber’s van stops
and a guy hops out to shake Mamdani’s hand. There is some
heckling. “Antisemitic!” someone shouts. But mostly it is star
treatment, in multiple languages and from all generations.

All this is new: the adulation, the notoriety, the xeno-
phobic death threats that have prompted an entourage of
men with spaghetti earpieces. Before 2025, basically no one
knew who Mamdani was. Over the course of eight months,
the democratic socialist and backbench state assemblyman
went from local long shot to likely mayor of America’s biggest
city. Suddenly he is a main character in national politics—the
ubiquitous subject of cable news segments, a lightning rod
on the left and right. Senior Democrats have weighed in for
and against him. President Donald Trump has pioneered a
dark new birtherism by questioning his immigration status

and floating his possible arrest. (Mamdani, who would be
the city’s first South Asian and Muslim mayor, was born in
Uganda and became a U.S. citizen in 2018.) To many progres-
sives, his style of politics—principled, pocketbook-focused,
and online—was an electrifying answer for a moribund party.

Mamdani says he wants to be a mayor who breaks down
barriers between politicians and the public. “I think the
most important thing is that people see themselves and their
struggles in your campaign,” he tells me during an hour-long
interview in mid-July in a windowless conference room in his
Manhattan campaign office. “And I think the larger struggle
for us as Democrats is to ensure that we are practicing a poli-
tics that is direct, a politics of no translation, a politics that
when you read the policy commitment, you understand it,
as how it applies to your life.”

In interviews with more than 30 lawmakers, political fig-
ures, supporters, friends, and critics, Mamdani emerges as
both more interesting and more complicated than the carica-
tures suggest. He is a very eloquent, very young man who is
both less experienced than his predecessors and more gifted
than almost any of his peers at connecting with the party’s
voters. He is an ideologue interested in creative solutions,
less radical than painted when you dig into his policy pro-
posals and yet more sincere in his left-wing ambitions. He is
a movement politician who won by being in touch with the
streets, and who must now cloister himself inside as he pre-
pares for the business of governing, not betraying the people
by not failing them.

If that all seems like a tall task, it’s worth remembering
Mamdani’s master class in the June Democratic primary. He
started in single digits, introducing himself via viral videos
and cross-borough walkabouts, from conservative precincts
to immigrant neighborhoods to mosques, pitching free buses,
rent freezes for regulated units, and universal childcare. In the
world’s financial capital, he wore the mantle of democratic so-
cialism; in the jurisdiction with the largest Jewish community
outside Israel, he refused to back away from criticism of that
country’s war in Gaza. He amassed an army of 50,000 volun-
teers, who helped knock on 1.6 million doors. In the end, his
multicultural coalition trounced Andrew Cuomo, a former
governor and scion of a New York political dynasty boosted
by more than $20 million in super-PAC spending. He looked,
in the words of one of his opponent’s own advisers, like “one
of the best political athletes I've ever seen play the game.”

The prospect of Mamdani’s mayoralty scandalized many
of New York’s power brokers, some of whom vowed to
stop him in the November general election. It also alarmed
many national Democrats, who see Mamdani’s politics—
his past support for defunding the police, his criticism of
Israel and defense of the Palestinian cause, his propos-
als for city-owned grocery stores and higher taxes on the
wealthy—as a dangerous step left for a party searching for
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its footing in the Trump era. “Tackling the city’s challenges
will require top-notch management and fresh approaches,”
James Whelan, president of the Real Estate Board of
New York, tells me, “rather than the same old ideas like
raising taxes and restricting rents.”

In the meantime, Mamdani’s shoe-leather primary cam-
paign has given way to his indoor era. As a newcomer now
in training for one of America’s toughest jobs, he lives life in
15-minute increments, working to assure skeptics that he’s
ready and reasonable and won’t send businesses fleeing to
Florida. In conference rooms and on calls, he is exploring the
boundaries of what it means to be mayor, even saying “it’s an
open conversation” whether he’d move into Gracie Mansion.

It appears he will get the choice. Recent polling shows
Mamdani with double-digit leads over Cuomo and incum-
bent mayor Eric Adams, both of whom are running on inde-
pendent ballot lines. How the nation’s financial and cultural
capital fares under his leadership would be Exhibit A in the
fight for the Democrats’ future. At stake is the trust of vot-
ers thousands of miles from Midtown, for whom Mamdani
would be a test case—another failed figurehead of a major
Democratic city, or the leader who can get people believing
in government again.

IN 2021, MAMDANI was a newly minted state assemblyman
looking to make his mark in the halls of power. He had swept
into Albany on the currents of racial-justice protests and pan-
demic activism. But now he was stuck on Zoom.

Forging connections was a challenge. Albany is always a
cipher for newcomers, a “place of an asymmetry of informa-
tion,” says Elle Bisgaard-Church, Mamdani’s then chief of
staff, who later became his primary campaign manager.
Even understanding how to file legislation, she says, “was
something that we had to learn from scratch.” Mamdani
was serious about using the perch to help working people.
He put Bisgaard-Church through four
hiring interviews, including one with
New York City Democratic Socialists
of America (DSA) reps. But in a world
where it can take a decade to get a
committee chair, the road to making
change would be long. Mamdani was
eager to change the script, leveraging
skills learned in his brief but varied
prepolitical life.

Zohran Kwame Mamdani was raised
in Uganda, South Africa, and New York by public-facing par-
ents: Mahmood Mamdani, a scholar of postcolonialism who
landed at Columbia University, and filmmaker Mira Nair, an
Academy Award nominee who has directed such luminar-
ies as Denzel Washington. “In a sense he does come from a
showbiz family,” says Amitav Ghosh, a Man Booker Prize—
shortlisted writer and friend of Nair’s. From his father, Ghosh
says, Mamdani took “his very deep commitment to social
justice,” and from his mother, an “incredible energy” and
“fine aesthetic sense.” His charmed upbringing instilled the
stage presence that aided an amateur rapping career, plus
opportunities like working on music in his mother’s film
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‘TO BE A NEW
YORKER IS TO
LIVE IN MULTIPLE
WORLDS AT ONCE.’

—ZOHRAN MAMDANI

Queen of Katwe and getting celebrities
Madhur Jaffrey and Lupita Nyong’o to
appear in his music videos.

The family moved to a Manhattan
apartment for Columbia faculty when
Mamdani was 7. According to Mam-
dani, the university chipped in half
the cost of his enrollment at the pro-
gressive Bank Street School for Chil-
dren, where elementary tuition now
runs north of $60,000 per year and
gym contests would end in ties even
when one team had clearly “come out
on top,” Mamdani says. For high school
he enrolled at Bronx Science, one of the
city’s most rigorous public schools,
where he ran for student-body vice
president, promising fresh juice. These
extremes in education were an exam-
ple of Mamdani straddling the city’s
divides. He both tutored and received
tutoring for standardized tests. “To
be a New Yorker is also to live in mul-
tiple worlds at once,” he says. “There
is no one part of New York City more
New York City than another.”

Mamdani’s political education came in the world of pro-
gressive activism. He co-founded a Students for Justice in
Palestine chapter at Bowdoin, a small liberal-arts school in
Maine. After graduation, he toggled between organizing
and music, and cut his teeth working on losing campaigns
for left-leaning city candidates. He also spent a formative
year and change as a foreclosure-prevention counselor at the
Queens housing organization Chhaya Community Develop-
ment Corporation. Executive director Annetta Seecharran
remembers Mamdani as creative and
committed, bringing a “very positive,
can-do energy” to a job that requires
patient engagement to help vulnerable
people stay in their homes.

In 2020, Mamdani ran a campaign
for state assembly focused on issues
like “housing as a human right” for
the kinds of vulnerable people he’d
recently advised. He beat a five-term
incumbent in a Queens district that
included hip Astoria cafes as well as public-housing com-
plexes. As a junior figure in state government, he quickly
became part of a progressive ecosystem nudging the Dem-
ocratic caucus left. In April 2021, Mamdani joined a “sleep-
out” in the capitol’s so-called War Room to push for higher
taxes on the wealthy and easier access to housing relief. He
and a handful of other young lawmakers came prepared with
sleeping bags and a tent, trying to pressure the party lead-
ers negotiating the $200 billion state budget mostly behind
closed doors. “It was part of an impatience with the nature
of politics as it was,” says Mamdani, “and wanting to break
out of the manner in which these issues are discussed and
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closer to the way in which they will actually be felt by New
Yorkers.” In the end, the state budget did include some tax
hikes on the rich—more than what then governor Cuomo had
proposed, but much less than the tens of billions of dollars
Mamdani and his progressive allies had called for.

Later that year, Mamdani took direct-action protest a step
further, joining a 15-day hunger strike to support debt-ridden
taxi drivers struggling to make payments on the wildly ex-
pensive “medallions” that allow them to legally pick up pas-
sengers. “Throughout that entire process, he treated us as
equals,” says Bhairavi Desai of the New York Taxi Workers
Alliance. Mamdani helped liaise with senior politicians like
U.S. Senate majority leader Chuck Schumer in successful
negotiations for a city-backed relief deal for drivers. After
two weeks without food, he left the protest in a wheelchair.

He settled into the Albany routine, which could sometimes
feel like being “freshmen in college,” says Jabari Brisport, a
newly elected state senator and fellow democratic socialist
who became Mamdani’s roommate. The two shared single
hotel rooms with two double beds, trading notes on their new
jobs and entertaining themselves after long days. “He likes
his TikToks,” Brisport said. Sometimes Mamdani would in-
dulge in reality-TV shows like Love Island. A practicing Mus-
lim, Mamdani regularly attends Friday prayer services, and
in the evenings during Ramadan, Brisport recalls, he would
prepare for the coming fast with a big scoop of peanut butter.

Mamdani was learning how to manage relationships and
build legislative narratives. He launched a “Fix the MTA”
campaign to overhaul the behemoth Metropolitan Transpor-
tation Authority through frozen fares, free city buses, and bet-
ter subway service. He cajoled potential allies and threw him-
selfinto promotion, with a slick website and campaign-style

GREETING SUPPORTERS
ON JUNE 24 AT AN
ELECTION-NIGHT
GATHERING IN QUEENS

videos featuring relatable commuters.
“His strengths were mobilizing pub-
lic support on behalf of policy,” says
Queens state senator and deputy ma-
jority leader Michael Gianaris, Mam-
dani’s partner on the campaign, “which
is a very rare trait.”

The pair ended up winning a pilot
program for one free bus route per bor-
ough in 2023—a modest but tangible
victory that became a key part of Mam-
dani’s mayoral campaign. Friends and
foes alike have scrutinized this episode
as an example of how he might govern:
working the inside and outside games
for big progressive moon shots and, in
this case, landing something creative
and concrete, if not complete. “We’ve
been guided by the principle that
you put the stake as far to the left as
possible—of course, within some rea-
son, and grounded in the actual mate-
rial stuff,” says Bisgaard-Church. “But
that, as a negotiating position, is the
starting place.”

Yet the bus pilot was also an ex-
ample of Mamdani’s learning curve. There were limits, he
found, to what you can achieve outside the real negotiating
rooms. The pilot did not get expanded or even renewed in
2024. A state lawmaker with knowledge of the matter says
that Mamdani had complained to the Democratic assembly
speaker, Carl Heastie, about a part of the state budget he
feared would lead to higher rents. The budget was not yet
close to finalized, this lawmaker told me, and it included
other tenant protections. The showdown ended with Mam-
dani casting a largely symbolic no vote on the budget bill,
and his bus pilot disappearing.

Both Heastie and Mamdani deny the lost pilot was pun-
ishment for Mamdani’s protests. Certainly the state transpor-
tation authority was lukewarm on the pricey program. In an
interview, Heastie praises Mamdani as knowledgeable and
honest. Asked how Mamdani changed in Albany, the Bronx
power broker says the young socialist learned “that you can’t
always let the perfect be the enemy of the good.”

For example? “This year,” Heastie notes, “he voted for
the entire budget.”

JUST DAYS AFTER Donald Trump’s second presidential win
in November, Mamdani donned his dark suit and tie and
went to parts of Queens and the Bronx that had seen surpris-
ing shifts toward the Republican. Extending a microphone
to people on the street, Mamdani asked about their reasons
for voting for Trump. The answers would form the spine of
his campaign. High rent. Elevated prices. La comida. Gaza.

The snappy Trump-voter video went viral, helping Mam-
dani introduce himself to voters through the prism of policy.
He cut more videos: talking “halal-flation” with street-cart
workers, jumping into the wintry ocean off Coney Island
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to dramatize “freezing” the rent. They were a marked shift
from the doom and gloom enveloping the party. Mamdani
seemed intent on having fun.

Some of this was natural for a digital native. Mamdani also
credits his wife Rama Duwaji, 28, an illustrator and anima-
tor with work in the New Yorker. “She has before this cam-
paign been someone that has taught me how to better use
social media,” Mamdani tells me. “Mostly just thinking about
Instagram, how I am very much a millennial”

Signs of momentum were apparent early. At the cam-
paign’s first big canvassing event in mid-December, pri-
mary field director Tascha Van Auken noticed something
strange happening. Even raw recruits said they’d had a great
experience—a far cry from the typical slammed doors. Over
and over, Van Auken recalls, canvassers reported that “talk-
ing about affordability really resonates.” The canvassers
themselves were also becoming a weapon. Door-knocking
is central to New York City races that demand retail politics,
and progressive challengers often boast about their volun-
teers. But Mamdani was doing it on a different level.

The operation was unleashed not just on his far-left base
but also new and more moderate voters. There was always
going to be a section of the electorate that would not stom-
ach old tweets like “Taxation isn’t theft. Capitalism is,” and
his posts supporting the “defund the police” movement. Yet
the city must consult the state on tax changes, and during
the campaign Mamdani notably backed away from the “de-
fund” position, promising to sustain the NYPD’s head count
and praising its current technocratic commissioner. He
spent more time channeling the economic insecurities of a
broad group of New Yorkers into simple policy slogans like
“fast and free buses.” He framed such ideas as common sense,
not Leninist. Supporters noted they had precedent: the bil-
lionaire former New York mayor Michael Bloomberg once
discussed free mass transit, an experiment that has been
tried in jurisdictions as distant as Boston (which has multi-
ple free bus routes) and the entire country of Luxembourg.

He also had the good luck to run against the right primary
opponent. Cuomo was attempting a comeback after resigning
in 2021 amid sexual harassment allegations (which he denied)
and questions about an undercount of COVID-era nursing-
home deaths. The former governor em-
bodied a Democratic establishment vot-
ers were increasingly leaving behind.
Cuomo ran what one former aide called
a “grim and joyless campaign,”’ relying
on name recognition, TV ads, and old
relationships with organized labor.
Mamdani’s campaign, meanwhile, was
direct messaging people on Instagram
and basking in supporter-made T-
shirts. His connections in elite New York
circles helped land the support of local icons like Alison
Roman of cookbook fame and model Emily Ratajkowski. Op-
ponents scoffed, not realizing that Mamdani was experiencing
avirtuously reinforcing cycle of vibes, field, and message: the
names brought attention, which brought volunteers to knock
on doors of people who thought groceries cost too much.
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‘I THINK
FDR WOULD
RECOGNIZE HIM.

—BILL DE BLASIO,
FORMER NYC MAYOR

CAMPAIGNING AT A
PIZZA RESTAURANT
ON JUNE 23, THE DAY
BEFORE HIS VICTORY
IN THE PRIMARY

PROTESTING ELON
MUSK’S WORK AT
DOGE OUTSIDE A

TESLA SHOWROOM IN
THE WEST VILLAGE

Something was happening in an electorate angry at Trump
and willing to give a newcomer a chance. “We came out of the
pandemic with the kind of spiritual malaise in the country
that I think is unaddressed by the 10-point policy plans that
everybody’s got,” says Patrick Gaspard, a senior national Dem-
ocrat informally advising Mamdani.
Once he got traction, Mamdani didn’t
let up. In their Albany hotel room, Bris-
port had to ask him to take a curfew
of 11:30 p.m. and cut the never-ending
strategy calls. On top of the door knock-
ers, there were 100 policy volunteers
alone; the campaign launched voter-
education outreach in languages like
Urdu and Bangla. Seasoned New York
pols recognized the force of his mes-
sage. “I think FDR would recognize him,” says former mayor
Bill de Blasio. “The whole campaign was about affordability.”

The Friday before the election, Mamdani made an hours-
long trek down the spine of Manhattan, dapping up pedes-
trians and outdoor diners. “Every time that we walked on
the street in the last couple of weeks, it was bedlam,” says
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state senator Gustavo Rivera. At Mamdani’s primary-night
party in Queens, the two cop cars closing down the quiet
street soon seemed like an omen. Mamdani and his team
crash-wrote a victory speech in which he hit a new register
compared with the early fun videos. “A life of dignity should
not be reserved for a fortunate few,” he said, framed by the
words AFFORD TO DREAM. “I will never hide from you,” he
promised. “Your concerns will always be mine.”

A FEW WEEKS LATER, Mamdani found himself on a dais
on the 27th floor of Rockefeller Center, looking out at some
150 CEOs and high-ranking members of the business world,
talking about the power of the World Cup.

It was one of many stops on what might be called his
Don’t Worry Tour, which also included visits with Jewish
groups, Black businesspeople, and unions. The tour is Mam-
dani’s attempt to allay fears about the unabashedly left-wing
candidate. Financier Bill Ackman pledged to “take care of the
fundraising” for a centrist opponent. But many more sober-
minded skeptics were concerned Mamdani was unprepared
to manage 300,000 municipal employees, let alone a city of
some 8.5 million people. “In order to be an effective mayor,”

says Charles Lavine, Mamdani’s veteran state assembly col-
league and president of the New York Chapter of the National
Association of Jewish Legislators, “it’s going to require a lot
more than merely a theatrical bent.”

Mamdani tried to answer the suspicions by showing
up. He would wear his suit. He’d clasp his hands and smile
warmly. He’d spend close to an hour with the family of NYPD
officer Didarul Islam, killed by a mass shooter in Manhattan.
He would listen, and reassure, and say that he’d be a mayor
“for everyone who calls this city home.”

Few events got as much attention as the closed-door one
with the CEOs, hosted by the Partnership for New York City,
anonprofit business leadership group. In a conference room
floating above the city and stocked with a spread of cookies,
fruit, and cheese, Mamdani was not swarmed for selfies upon
entry, as he usually is these days. He did a fireside chat and
Q and A, during which he was grilled about his thoughts on
the “globalize the intifada” brouhaha. These three words had
threatened to derail the close of his primary campaign when
he was asked in a podcast interview with the Bulwark about
the pro-Palestinian phrase—which he maintains he does not
use—and declined to condemn it, saying he was “less com-
fortable with the idea of banning the use of certain words.”

Outrage ensued. Democrats like Rahm Emanuel and
Josh Shapiro criticized him. The phrase, which one of his
top Jewish allies says can be interpreted as “open sea-
son on Jews,” became shorthand for the broader concerns
about Mamdani’s record of Israel criticism. He has sup-
ported the pro-Palestinian Boycott, Divestment, Sanctions
(BDS) movement and suggested that Prime Minister Benja-
min Netanyahu should be arrested for war crimes. The day
after Hamas’ terrorist attack on Oct. 7, 2023, Mamdani’s re-
sponse mourned the dead but quickly turned to criticism
of Israel’s actions. He has often talked about the problem of
antisemitism and the need for anti-hate-crime funding, and
his campaign attracted Jewish supporters—including many
on board with his advocacy for Gaza—but during the pri-
mary he stuck more or less to his original take on “intifada.”

To the CEOs, however, Mamdani said he would discour-
age the use of the phrase—a small but pointed evolution in
language. In our interview, Mamdani frames the shift as the
consequence of listening to New Yorkers, including Jewish
leaders, as well as a rabbi who said the phrase evoked mem-
ories of bus bombings in Haifa. “The job of the mayor is to
deliver for New Yorkers,” he says. “And it’s also to take care
of New Yorkers.”

Mamdani has walked this tightrope throughout his post-
primary appearances. A less-parsed example was his com-
ment about being excited for the economic potential of the
World Cup, for which the greater New York area will be a host
next summer. “He saw an opportunity to use that the same
way the Bloomberg administration used the failed Olym-
pics bid, to look at the infrastructure of the city,” says Kath-
ryn Wylde, CEO of the Partnership for New York City, ref-
erencing the former mayor’s efforts to land the 2012 Games
and build housing and new transportation ahead of them.
Mamdani has embraced the idea of using a major event like
this to achieve “virtuous growth” in other settings, even
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name-checking Bloomberg’s business-friendly deputy mayor
and establishment favorite Dan Doctoroff in our interview.

With examples like these, Mamdani has signaled an in-
terest in making government work better, much like the na-
scent “abundance” movement among Democrats eager to cut
red tape to build new housing and infrastructure. “Democ-
racy is not just under attack from authoritarianism from the
outside,” Mamdani tells me. “It’s also under attack from a
withering faith on the inside of its abil-
ity to deliver on these material chal-
lenges in working-class people’s lives.”

FOR SOME NATIONAL DEMOCRATS,
the Don’t Worry Tour will never be
enough. Their concern is Mamdani’s
very presence in office, which would
punctuate the party’s leftward turn in
major cities and give ammunition to
Republicans eager to paint them as
outside the mainstream in the 2026
midterms. “A socialist is not the face of the Democratic
Party,” says Long Island Representative Laura Gillen. The
irony is that Mamdani’s victory was the kind of affordability-
focused, podcast-conversant campaign Democrats have
called for after 2024.

Mamdani’s performance as mayor would be scrutinized
for portents of the Democrats’ future. Potential lessons
abound. To progressives, his rise is the product of his poli-
cies. Centrists who loathe those policies praise his style. Re-
publicans are all too eager to cast him as the face of the oppo-
sition. And for some Democratic leaders with an eye on 2028,
the question is not whether a Mamdani clone should be the
next Democratic standard bearer—historically unlikely—but
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‘A SOCIALIST IS

NOT THE FACE OF

THE DEMOCRATIC
PARTY.

—LAURA GILLEN,
U.S. REPRESENTATIVE

MAMDANI, 33,
WOULD BE THE CITY’S
FIRST SOUTH ASIAN
AND MUSLIM MAYOR

whether the party can win in other places not by emulating
his ideology but by borrowing from his tool kit.

Despite his growing national profile, Mamdani remains
focused onlocal issues. On his core pledge to freeze rents for
the city’s approximately 1 million regulated units, a board
controlled by the mayor decides the increases each year.
De Blasio’s administration imposed rent freezes three times.
Yet housing experts raise concerns about buildings with lots
of regulated units where the costs of maintenance couldn’t
be covered by bumps on the other apartments. “The concern
is that that could really lead to lower-quality buildings,” says
Vicki Been, a top housing official under de Blasio and fac-
ulty director at the NYU Furman Center for Real Estate and
Urban Policy. Even de Blasio cautioned that a freeze was “do-
able” but “each year should be evaluated unto itself.” Mam-
dani has committed to four years of no increases, pointing
to broader ways to help landlords, like reducing water bills.

Some of his campaign issues cross ideological boundar-
ies, such as universal childcare starting at 6 weeks. It is an
expensive proposition; Mamdani’s campaign estimated a
price tag of $5 billion to $7 billion. It is also an issue where
Mamdani’s position aligns with New York’s more moderate
Democratic governor, Kathy Hochul. The city has led the way
before with universal pre-K in the de Blasio administration,
while Mayor Adams embraces a childcare pilot program for
low-income children 2 and under. Mamdani appears eager
for the negotiation. “There are real questions of phasing in
and stages,” he says, “but they cannot be used as a means
by which to avoid reaching the milestone.”

In preparation, Mamdani’s team has reached out to Bloom-
berg. He has picked the brains of former NYPD chiefs, and
conferred with leaders as varied as state Democratic Party
leader Jay Jacobs (who found Mamdani “anxious to work with
everyone”), former Federal Trade Com-
mission chair Lina Khan, and Boston
Mayor Michelle Wu, whom he praises
as “one of the inspirations for me in this
moment.” He s still adjusting to his new
reality. “I already miss being outside,”
he tells me. “I now go to cemeteries a
lot between meetings,” he adds, “be-
cause they are parks without people.”

One day in mid-July, Mamdani
opted for the train en route to a musi-
cians’ union event. Such trains are the
city’s public forum, and soon the nominee was swarmed once
more on the uptown R. A kid with shaking hands approached:
“Mr. Zohran, can we get a photo?” Someone claimed Mam-
dani must know her. Someone else offered him their prior-
ity seat. Four stops later, the train deposited him near Times
Square, and Mamdani was out in the street again, walking by
a woman passed out on the sidewalk, a thicket of compet-
ing hot-dog and falafel stands, a building security guard who
shouted “I voted for you!” from across the street. It was the
complex and ever changing tapestry of New York, and also
a totem of the kind of politics that Mamdani said he wants
to practice: “one that is in person, that is in public, that is
with people.” —With reporting by SIMMONE SHAH O
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Matthew

Prince
CEO CLOUDFLARE

MATTHEW PRINCE HAD TO BE CON-
verted to the belief that Al is eating
the web. It was 18 months ago that he
started getting calls from media exec-
utives, who complained to him about
AT companies copying articles to train
their models without compensation.
Prince’s first reaction, he says, was to
roll his eyes. “Media companies are al-
ways complaining about whatever the
new technology is,” he tells TIME.

But then Prince, the CEO of the in-
ternet security company Cloudflare,
ran the numbers. His company has 10
years of web-traffic data, a by-product
of its main service: protecting sites from
being knocked offline by surges in traf-
fic or targeted attacks. What he found
shocked him. With the arrival of “Al
overviews” to Google’s search results,
the data showed, news sites have begun
finding it 10 times as hard to get traffic
as they did a decade ago, he claims. The
same metric for chatbots like ChatGPT
and Claude is even worse, he says.

“The problem is that as the web
shifts from a search-driven interface to
an Al-driven interface, fewer and fewer
people are going to consume the orig-
inal content,” says Prince, who with
his wife owns a local newspaper in his
hometown of Park City, Utah. “And that
means that the incentives for creating
content go away.”

Cloudflare was uniquely positioned
to offer a solution. In July, the company
began blocking by default the “crawler”
bots that comb the web for training data
to send back to Al companies. That’s sig-
nificant because Cloudflare’s network
covers some 20% of the entire internet—
effectively putting one-fifth of the web
behind a wall that only AI bots can’t
ascend. The move was welcomed by
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dozens of media companies (including
TIME), plus authors and artists who
have railed against the Big Tech argu-
ment that training Al systems on their
work comes under the “fair use” provi-
sion of copyright law, meaning compen-
sation is not legally necessary.

Funnily enough, Prince says, most of
the leading AI companies—which are
also Cloudflare customers—welcomed

‘IF WE GET
THIS RIGHT, IT
UNLOCKS A
GOLDEN AGE
OF CONTENT
CREATION.

MATTHEW PRINCE

his company’s intervention. “It’s be-
cause they don’t want to be suck-
ers,” he says. “It can’t be that you pay
[to license] content, but your competi-
tors get it for free.”

Cloudflare’s blockage, Prince be-
lieves, might be the first step toward
a new business model for the internet.
He doesn’t quite know yet what it will
look like—but he intuits that Cloud-
flare, as a result of its gatekeeper role,
might be able to “play market maker.”’
That might mean Cloudflare eventu-
ally becomes a place where websites
can name their price for AI companies
to train on their data—and then charges
fees on those transactions. This “pay-
per-crawl” model could be a substantial
new source of revenue for Cloudflare’s
already highly profitable business.

It also marks a new, gloves-off era
for the company. In an August blog,
Cloudflare fired a shot at the AI search
engine Perplexity, which it accused
of scraping content even from sites
that had explicitly asked to be ex-
empt from crawlers. Perplexity denied
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the accusation, calling it a “sales pitch.”

According to Prince, the old era of
the web, defined over the past 30 years
by the primacy of the search engine, is
coming to an end. The next 30 years,
he says, will be defined by AI. To him,
that’s not necessarily a bad thing. Prince
argues that search engines bear respon-
sibility for many of today’s problems,
“because they have taught everyone
that the deity that content creators
need to chase is traffic”’ That hasn’t al-
ways created good incentives, he says,
pointing to clickbait headlines and rage-
inducing videos.

Prince has a vision for the AI-first in-
ternet: a world where content creators
are incentivized not by ad revenue, but
by AI companies, which will reward
humans for “chasing and furthering
human knowledge” to fill gaps in their
training data. “I'm optimistic that if we
get this right, it unlocks a golden age of
content creation,” Prince says. “My uto-
pian vision is a world where humans get
content for free, and robots have to pay
aton for it” —BILLY PERRIGO

* TIME HAS A TECHNOLOGY PARTNERSHIP WITH THIS COMPANY

OpenAl’

XAl

Amazon’

ALLIE K. MILLER
CEO Open Machine

Allie K. Miller guides busi-
nesses through deep cultural
and technical change in the

age of algorithms. Miller, who
leads the advisory firm Open
Machine, says she has worked
with Novartis, CyberArk, Service-
Now, and Warner Bros. Discov-
ery. Miller has collaborated with
LinkedIn co-founder Reid Hoff-
man and his team, and she sits
on Arianna Huffington’s scientific
advisory board. She also runs
online workshops to teach peo-
ple about artificial intelligence,
and says she wants to convert

1 billion people from seeing Al
as a source of anxiety to a source
of agency. —Aimee Groth

ALEXANDR
WANG & NAT
FRIEDMAN

Co-leads
Meta Superintelligence Labs

Alexandr Wang, Scale Al’s co-
founder, and Nat Friedman, the
onetime CEO of GitHub, are join-
ing forces to lead a new vision
within Meta that aims to “bring
personal superintelligence to ev-
eryone,” according to Mark Zuck-
erberg. Superintelligent Al is a hy-
pothetical system that is smarter
than humans. In a policy paper co-
authored shortly before he joined
Meta, Wang warned that superin-
telligent Al could be the 21st cen-
tury’s “nuclear bomb.” Now he
and Friedman are responsible for
helping build that technology in-
side a company with more than

3 billion users worldwide. —H.B.

39



Arm

Cassava Technologies

Huawei

Mobileye

RAVI KUMAR S
CEO Cognizant

While some CEOs say Al
will eliminate jobs, Ravi
Kumar S argues it will
democratize expertise,
particularly for early-
career talent. Cognizant
aims to help millions

of people upskill in Al,
and this year it joined
the White House’s Al
education initiative.
Under Kumar, Cognizant
has launched its Agent
Foundry platform for
enterprises to build

Al agents at scale,

and secured 59 Al-led
patents. —Aimee Groth

Qualcomm

FIDJI SIMO
CEO of applications OpenAl’

Despite rapidly becoming

one of history’s most valu-

able startups, OpenAl runs
significant losses, estimating

it lost $5 billion last year. In her
newly created role, Fidji Simo—
previously Instacart’s CEO—is
tasked with steering the com-
pany toward profitability.

The former Facebook
executive, who calls herself a
“pragmatic technologist,” says
her role is to turn OpenAl’s
breakthrough research into
products and services that
can be used in the real world.
“My core belief is that any
technology, but Al in particular,
should empower people, and
that this empowerment should
be distributed to all, instead of
concentrated for a few,” Simo
says. —Harry Booth

MASAYOSHI
SON
Founder and CEOQ SoftBank

Masayoshi Son is

betting on artificial
superintelligence’s
becoming “10,000 times
smarter” than humans
ina decade. He has
made big investments in
OpenAl and chip designer
Arm, and has pledged

to raise $100 billion

for Al-infrastructure
project Stargate. “We are
building a future where
advanced technology
empowers and serves
humanity,” he says. —C.C.
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C.C. WEI
Chairman and CEQ TSMC

TSMC produces bleeding-

edge semiconductors for

Nvidia and AMD, among

others. C.C. Wei's role has

taken on geopolitical sig-

nificance amid U.S. export controls on chips.
In March, TSMC announced an additional
$100 billion investment in advanced semicon-
ductor manufacturing in the U.S., on top of a
$65 billion investment in Phoenix. —C.C.

Nvidia

MARK ZUCKERBERG
CEO Meta

Mark Zuckerberg'’s strategy rests on the three pil-
lars of modern Al development: masses of data,
huge computing power, and brilliant researchers
to drive algorithmic progress. Meta has the first
in spades. In an attempt to secure the other two,
Meta is spending tens of billions on computing
power and talent, bringing in Scale Al co-founder
Alexandr Wang, as well as researchers from
rivals including OpenAl and Google DeepMind.
Zuckerberg aims to create “personal superintel-
ligence,” which users can interact with through
Meta’s smart glasses that can “see what we
see, hear what we hear, and interact with us
throughout the day,” he wrote in July. —H.B.

* TIME HAS A TECHNOLOGY PARTNERSHIP WITH THIS COMPANY

Unitree Robotics

Reddit

Midjourney

Salesforce Al’

LIANG WENFENG
CEO DeepSeek

On Jan. 20, Liang Wenfeng’s
Chinese Al startup DeepSeek re-
leased R1, the first open-weight
model that challenged rival Open-
Al’'s then newest release. Head-
lines seized upon DeepSeek’s
modest $6 million training cost,
casting doubt on megaprojects
like OpenAl’'s $500 billion Al-
infrastructure plan, Stargate.
Frantic investors dumped Ameri-
can tech stocks. But while R1 was
impressive, the narrative was in-
complete. The $6 million figure
didn’t include the roughly $1.6 bil-
lion cost of its cluster of comput-
ing chips, according to research
firm SemiAnalysis—nor the gener-
ous salaries DeepSeek reportedly
pays its researchers. —H.B.

DARIO AMODEI
CEO Anthropic™

Anthropic has made a reputation
as the responsible little brother
in the Al race—arguing in support
of regulation and safety methods,
even as it races to train and de-
ploy ever larger Al systems. Dario
Amodei was one of the few Al
CEOs who argued against a pro-
posed block on states’ regulat-
ing the technology for 10 years.
(Senators eventually stopped

the measure.) Amodei has also
warned about Al eliminating jobs.
It hasn’t hurt the business. An-
thropic’s chatbot, Claude, is pop-
ular for its coding prowess and
creative bent. And Anthropic’s an-
nualized revenue has quadrupled
in six months off the back of that
success. —Billy Perrigo

#* INVESTORS IN THIS COMPANY INCLUDE
SALESFORCE, WHERE TIME CO-CHAIR AND 41
OWNER MARC BENIOFF IS CEO



Natasha Lyonne

CO-FOUNDER ASTERIA FILM CO.

“I’VE ALWAYS BEEN SUCH A PUNK,’
filmmaker Natasha Lyonne muses. “But
Al is the thing that’s going to flip me into
a hippie. Because now’s the time to get
super low to the ground and human.”

Lyonne has established herself as one
of Hollywood’s most eccentric, probing
creatives. A lifelong actor, she received
acclaim as a show creator for her mind-
bending Netflix show Russian Doll, in
which her protagonist, a software engi-
neer, gets stuck in a time loop.

This year, Lyonne is taking her futur-
ist bent even further with the creation of
an Al film studio, Asteria Film Co., and
a movie, Uncanny Valley, which she is
making with the help of Al tools. These
projects make Lyonne one of the most
high-profile entertainers to embrace
Al—a decision that has garnered back-
lash from those who feel that the tech is
antithetical to human creativity. Lyonne
understands the criticism; she has
plenty of her own about the industry.
“But there is no way around the moun-
tain,” she says. “I think it’s crucial that
we level up as a community and situate
ourselves correctly for this sea change.”

When ChatGPT stormed into the
mainstream two years ago, some envi-
sioned a future in which entire screen-
plays would be created by simple di-
rectives: for instance, “Write me a TV
show just like Friends.” This approach
repulses Lyonne. “I’'m definitely not
interested in prompting my way to a
screenplay or film, or f-cking anything,”
she says. “ChatGPT will tell you crazy
things. It’s too easily suggestible.”

Rather, she became interested in
how AI filmmaking tools could give her
more autonomy as a rising filmmaker
on a budget. Lyonne says the types of
movies that she typically gets offered to
direct are “two gals on the side of the
road.” But Lyonne, who is an ambitious,
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‘IT’S TOTALLY
A TACTILE
ART FORM.

NATASHA LYONNE

circuitous thinker, wanted to keep mak-
ing art that built upon the scale and
richness of Russian Doll, fusing sci-fi,
history, and metaphysical exploration.

Advanced AI tools now allow her
to reduce the costs of visual effects or
other postproduction tools. Asteria,
which Lyonne created with filmmaker
(and her boyfriend) Bryn Mooser, is a
subsidiary of Moonvalley, an Al startup
founded by Google DeepMind research-
ers. Their video model Marey, which
was trained on fully licensed data, al-
lows filmmakers to input storyboards or
frames and change details like coloring,
composition, or even faces.

Lyonne is currently using Marey
on her upcoming film Uncanny Val-
ley. Written by Lyonne with screen-
writer Brit Marling and technolo-
gist Jaron Lanier, the movie follows a
teenage girl who becomes lost inside of
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an augmented reality video game. “Be-
fore, you never would have had the op-
tion to make an independent film at true
visionary scale,” Lyonne says. Asteria
is also using Marey for a documentary
about astronomer Carl Sagan, to restore
and tweak archival footage.

Critics worry that AI will cheapen
filmmaking. “But I know we’re doing
it the right way, because I'm on
the floor, it’s us,” she says. “We show
each other ideas and drawings and
put them through Marey and start
building out that world. It’s totally a
tactile art form.”

Many in Hollywood also worry that
the tools will simply replace human
jobs; just two years ago, Hollywood’s
major unions fought fiercely for—and
won—AI protections in contracts.
Lyonne concedes that in some cases,
the technology could be used in a way
“that would actually be taking away
jobs and doing something poorly and
not creatively and not interesting,” she
says. “That would be lame.”

She hopes that instead, the future of
Hollywood will respect artists’ rights—
and empower both filmmakers shooting
on 16-mm and those using AI to world-
build. “The magic trick of this whole
thing is figuring out how to force us all
to put our hands together and agree to
integrity together,” she says.

Even those in Hollywood who are
pushing most adamantly for AI protec-
tions don’t believe that they can pro-
hibit it entirely. “I absolutely support
the idea of technology companies that
engage on an ethical basis,” says Duncan
Crabtree-Ireland, the national executive
director of SAG-AFTRA.

Lyonne has been contemplating
how AI could lead society toward dys-
topia. “Sometimes my brain will skip
into a deep future where the memory
of things like novels or a Spielberg film
about romance seem so soft and sweet,
if in fact, we are to head into this great
world of code,” she says. “I think that
we're all a little bit over our heads with
this tech wave, personally.”

Still, she feels like she doesn’t have a
choice but to engage. “I understand the
spark that Al invokes in people. Life is
scary,” she says. “The fact of the mat-
ter is that it’s upon us. Best we dive in,
Ithink.” —ANDREW R. CHOW

* TIME HAS A TECHNOLOGY PARTNERSHIP
OR AGREEMENT WITH THIS COMPANY

Tools for Humanity

Adobe’

Sakana Al

Agility Robotics

MIKE KRIEGER
Chief product officer Anthropic™

Mike Krieger is tasked with turn-
ing Anthropic’s large language
model, Claude, into a delightful
user experience. When it comes
to flashy new features, Claude
lags behind its rivals. But what

it lacks in flair, it makes up for in
firepower. Krieger has been fo-
cusing on helping users become
more productive at work. Anthrop-
ic’s coding tool, Claude Code,
has discreetly become an indus-
try favorite. Claude can also be
plugged into a growing number of
tools, allowing it to take actions
using other software. Krieger’s
strategy appears to be working.
Anthropic’s annualized revenue
quadrupled to $4 billion in the
first half of 2025. —B.P.

MATI
STANISZEWSKI
Co-founder and CEO ElevenLahs ™

ElevenLabs’ Al voice technol-

ogy has been used to help a
Congresswoman who lost her
voice address the House and to
bring James Earl Jones’ voice to
the video game Fortnite. Through
its creative audio platform, the
$3.3 billion startup founded

by Mati Staniszewski and Piotr
DabkowskKi also allows users to
clone their voices to speak differ-
ent languages and provide voice-
overs for movies and audiobooks.
And ElevenLabs’ conversational
Al tech provides voices that enter-
prises can use for real-time inter-
actions in domains like customer
service. —Tharin Pillay

** INVESTORS IN THIS COMPANY INCLUDE
SALESFORCE, WHERE TIME CO-CHAIR AND 43
OWNER MARC BENIOFF IS CEO



Fred Hutch

Wild Dolphin Project

FutureHouse

NoHarm

PRIYA DONTI
Assistant professor MIT

There is an urgent

need to decarbonize
the world’s electricity
supply—and Priya Donti
is designing machine-
learning algorithms to
streamline the process.
Donti has developed a
power-demand forecast-
ing model currently
used inthe U.K.,and an
algorithm to estimate
power-grid voltage that
is being piloted in some
parts of the U.S. She
also co-founded and
co-chairs the nonprofit
Climate Change Al. —T.P.

Pony.ai

REFIK ANADOL
Artist

Refik Anadol is fond of describ-
ing data as a pigment—a brush
that can think. The Turkish
American artist has developed
a distinctive style with Al: using
custom models, his studio
creates large-scale audiovisual
installations depicting hypnotic,
swirling particles—often
framed as machine “dreams”
or “hallucinations”—lighting
up galleries and public spaces
across the world.

Anadol, who often works
with partners like Nvidia and
Google, is among the most
commercially successful art-
ists working with Al: he has
sold over $30 million worth of
NFTs—nonfungible tokens—
donating a significant portion
of the proceeds to charitable
initiatives. —Tharin Pillay

KAKUL
SRIVASTAVA
CEO Splice

Kakul Srivastava,

CEO of music-sample
marketplace Splice, has
doubled down on Al to
complement the creative
process. A mobile app
introduced in March lets
users hum an idea, then
swipe through samples
Al suggests they might
use to compose around
it. And sampling tools
will soon enable users
to turn any sound

into a playable virtual
instrument. —G.R.
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Credo Al

MFIKEYI
MAKAYI
CEO KoBold Metals Africa

Mfikeyi Makayi is using Al

to find the raw materials

needed for the climate

transition. The head of

KoBold Metals’ Africa arm is tasked with fast-
tracking an estimated $2 billion underground
copper mine in Zambia—after KoBold’s Al
tools pinpointed where to drill—for production
by the early 2030s. —Amrita Khalid

Tryolahs

EDWIN CHEN
CEO Surge Al

Edwin Chen’s data-

labeling firm Surge Al

sells high-quality datasets

to the likes of Google,

Anthropic, and OpenAl.

Working with around 1 million contractors, the
startup generated over $1 billion in revenue
last year and is now reportedly seeking a valu-
ation of over $15 billion. For Chen, this data is
essential for advancing the field. —T.P.

Shield Al

IIT Madras

RICK RUBIN

Music producer

In May, famed music producer
Rick Rubin partnered with Al
firm Anthropic on a vibe-coding
treatise, written with Claude and
based on the ancient Taoist philos-
ophy text Tao Te Ching. Vibe coding
allows amateur programmers to
give Al directions in natural lan-
guage to elicit code. It's a tempting
vision, which he has compared to
the rise of punk music, when art-
ists with little musical knowledge
or training launched bands.
Rubin’s treatise is perhaps
deliberately silly, and Al-assisted
code is still limited and often
prone to errors. But Rubin inspired
generations of musicians. Who's
to say he can’t inspire generations
of programmers too? —A.R.C.

MAITHRA
RAGHU

Co-founder and CEQ Samaya Al
Wall Street analysts rely on
Samaya Al to help churn out
research reports, summarize pitch
decks, and weigh the impact of
President Donald Trump’s tariffs.
That they trust an Al model with
such formidable tasks is a tribute
to Maithra Raghu, the financial

Al startup’s CEO. Samaya, which
is specifically geared to hedge
funds and investment banks,
raised $43.5 million in VC fund-
ing this spring. Its latest agents
use “Causal World Models” to
generate qualitative and quantita-
tive analysis for a vast array of
economic scenarios. —A.K.

45



Stuart Russell

CO-FOUNDER

STUART RUSSELL RECEIVES FOUR OR
five emails a day from people who
seem to be in the grips of psychosis,
convinced their AI chatbot of choice
is suddenly conscious. “It’s appointing
them as its emissary to the human race.
And in many cases, it’s directing them to
contact me, so we can warn humanity,
or usher in the human-machine symbi-
osis, or whatever it is,” he tells TIME.
“I've had some heartbreaking letters
from family members.”

Still it’s no surprise that AI sys-
tems would direct people to Russell, a
computer-science professor at the Uni-
versity of California, Berkeley, who co-
authored the field’s most-used textbook
and is among its most respected figures.
Since 2013, he’s been warning the world
that building AI systems more intelli-
gent than humans, when we still do
not reliably know how to control them,
could destroy civilization.

In February, leaders in government
and industry gathered in Paris for the
third global AT Action Summit. It was
widely viewed as a missed opportunity
to reach consensus on how to manage
AT’s risks, existential or otherwise. “It
was sort of a low-budget trade show in
the end,” Russell says.

Arguably, the more significant event
had happened a week before, when Rus-
sell convened the inaugural meeting of
the International Association for Safe
and Ethical AI (IASEAI). “There were
many people and over a hundred orga-
nizations concerned with AI ethics and
safety, but they had no collective voice
and no collective means of action,” Rus-
sell says. It’s that, he says, that led him to
co-found TASEAL Over two days, more
than 700 people—and an additional
1,400 online—gathered to discuss what
it might take to ensure Al systems are
provably beneficial for humanity.
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The conference, which featured talks
from experts including Nobel laureates
like “AI godfather” Geoffrey Hinton,
economist Joseph Stiglitz, and journal-
ist Maria Ressa, marked a milestone in
how we discuss AI’s risks. Historically,
there has been a divide between those
concerned with issues of “Al ethics”—
like AI’s capacity for bias, discrimina-
tion, and generating misinformation,
along with its impact on labor and the
environment—and those concerned
with issues of “Al safety,” like losing
control over the tech, and its capacity

STUART RUSSELL

to unintentionally cause harm in pur-
suit of a misspecified goal.

But these distinctions have always
been artificial, says Russell, emphasiz-
ing that the concerns exist on a contin-
uum, all rooted in the desire to ensure
AT systems don’t hurt people. Having
brought ethics and safety advocates to-
gether, IASEAI is now setting itself up
for the long term, aiming to further ex-
tend community, promote research,
and shape policy. Another meeting is
planned for next year in Paris.

Russell frames the race to build in-
creasingly advanced Al systems—often
referred to as artificial general intelli-
gence (AGI), a fuzzy term referring to
systems more capable than humans
across almost all domains—as “the big-
gest technology project in human his-
tory.” If the hundreds of billions of dol-
lars committed over coming years all
materialize, he estimates the expendi-
ture could be 25 times that of the Man-
hattan Project, even adjusting for in-
flation. Russell is careful to calibrate
his estimates: he thinks there’s a 50%
chance AGI is not developed quickly
enough to satisfy investors, stalling
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progress, and only a 30% chance that
it can be built under the present para-
digm. But given the stakes, the risks are
“completely unacceptable.”

Russell thinks it’s unlikely that gov-
ernments will pass meaningful regula-
tion, absent a major disaster. Effective
regulation requires solving a sweep
of technical, policy, and enforcement
problems—but we’ve done it before,
he says, pointing to collective action to
fix the ozone layer and prohibit human
cloning. If frontier AI companies can’t
comply with regulation that reduces
risk to “an acceptable level,” they
shouldn’t be permitted to release their
systems, he says.

In his closing address at the IASEAI
conference, Russell offered a stark met-
aphor. It’s as if “everyone in the world
is getting onto a brand-new kind of air-
plane that has never been tested before,”
he said. “It’s going to take off, and it’s
never going toland ... The engines can’t
fail, the navigation can't fail, the altime-
ter can’t fail. It has to fly forever and not
crash, because the whole human race is
in that airplane. That’s the situation that
we’re in.” —THARIN PILLAY

HENNA
VIRKKUNEN
EVP, Tech

Last year the E.U. became the
first global power to pass com-
prehensive regulation governing
Al. But Executive Vice-President
of Tech Sovereignty, Security, and
Democracy Henna Virkkunen
aims to show the union can be
more than a rulemaker. In April,
she unveiled Europe’s plan to be-
come “a leading Al continent.”

It calls for simplifying the very
rules that defined its regulatory
role. She’s promised to cut red
tape, leading efforts to stream-
line compliance through a volun-
tary code of practice, Her plan
also calls for constructing five Al
“gigafactories.” —Harry Booth

DAVID SACKS
Al and Crypto Czar

Venture-capital heavyweight
David Sacks is Silicon Valley’s
man on the inside in Washing-
ton. In his role as White House

Al and Crypto Czar, he'’s advo-
cated that the U.S. move rap-

idly to beat China in an Al arms
race. In May, Sacks assisted the
President on a tour of the Middle
East, where the U.S. shook hands
on a $600 billion chip and data-
center deal with Saudi Arabia

and a massive data-center build-
out in the UAE. Sacks and advis-
ers revealed the White House’s
Al Action Plan in July, which put
forward a set of policy recom-
mendations to loosen restrictions
around the technology, including
environmental rules. —A.R.C.
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Fairly Trained

Crusoe Energy

OpenAl’

FEI-FEI LI

Professor Stanford University™

“Godmother of Al” Fei-Fei Li co-directs the Stanford
Institute for Human-Centered Al and helps shape global
Al governance—beginning with California, the world’s
tech capital. In June, she published a research-informed
Al-policy report for Governor Gavin Newsom, including
recommendations for guardrails on transparency, inde-
pendent oversight, and whistle-blower protections. She is
also the co-founder and CEO of World Labs, which raised
$230 million in September 2024. The startup aims to
create “Large World Models” that perceive the 3D world
the way large language models understand language,
with potential applications like flight-training simulations,
physics experiments, or urban planning. —A.R.C.

TAHNOUN
BIN ZAYED
AL NAHYAN
Chair G42

UAE national security
adviser Sheikh Tahnoun
bin Zayed al Nahyan
(who also chairs the
multibillion-dollar Al
engine G42) has shaped
a series of new plans
this year, from the UAE’s
$1.4 trillion investment
in U.S. Alinfrastructure
overthe next decade to a
new data-center campus
in Abu Dhabi, jointly
announced with President
Donald Trump. —H.B.

Tennessee

BOSUN TIJANI
Minister Nigeria

Entrepreneur and Innova-
tion Minister Bosun
Tijani brings a startup
mentality to government.
The 3 Million Technical
Talent program he leads
aims to equip 3 million
Nigerians with technical
skills by 2027, and has
already trained nearly
300,000 people. In April,
he launched the coun-
try’s National Al Strategy,
a plan to responsibly
develop its Al ecosys-
tem. —Tharin Pillay

JEFFREY
KESSLER
U.S. trade official

Jeffrey Kessler, the

U.S. Under Secretary of
Commerce for Industry
and Security, leads work
on managing the flow of
trade for national secu-
rity, like export rules on Al
chips and catching smug-
gling and illicit exports.
“Ourjobis to prevent the
most important technolo-
gies from falling into the
hands of U.S. adversar-
ies,” he says. —T.P.

OLIVER ILOTT
Director U.K. Al
Security Institute

The U.K.'s Al Security
Institute, led by Oliver
llott, started as a task
force to evaluate the
risks posed by cutting-
edge Al systems. It now
collaborates with both
Al companies and other
nations, and advises U.K.
government officials on
how to think about risks.
In June, it was allocated
an additional £240 mil-
lion in funding —T.P.
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CLARA
CHAPPAZ
Al Minister France

For Clara Chappaz, Al sov-

ereignty isn’t negotiable.

She has sought to assert

France’s independence,

unveiling a national institute to build public trust
through rigorous testing, and an ambitious plan
for integrating Al into France’s economy. —H.B.

Common Sense Media

DOUG MATTY
U.S. Defense
Department official

In July, the Pentagon

announced it was award-

ing OpenAl, Anthropic,

Google, and xAl contracts

to accelerate Al adoption. Behind the deals
was chief digital and Al officer Doug Matty. His
office’s mission: supercharge the DOD’s use
of Al, data, and analytics “from the boardroom
to the battlefield.” —T.R.

Rwanda

Connecticut

Founders Fund

New York State assembly

DUNCAN
CRABTREE-
IRELAND

Executive director SAG-AFTRA

As head of Hollywood’s SAG-AFTRA,
Duncan Crabtree-Ireland has been
forging protections for workers
whose livelihoods are threatened
by Al. In July 2024, he led a

strike of 2,600 workers against
video-game companies aiming to
create “digital replicas” of actors’
performances. The two sides later
ratified a contract that included Al
provisions requiring transparency,
consent, and compensation for the
use of Al-generated replicas. The
union has won improved language
related to Al with movie produc-
ers, major record labels, and
commercial advertisers. —A.R.C.

RANDI
WEINGARTEN

President American
Federation of Teachers

In July, Randi Weingarten revealed
a new Al-training initiative for
teachers, with $23 million in
funding from the likes of Micro-
soft, OpenAl, and Anthropic.
The program will host hands-on
workshops to teach educators
how to use Al in the classroom.
Starting with a flagship campus in
New York City, the plan is to train
up 400,000 educators,or1in 10
U.S. teachers, by 2030.
Educators will learn to use Al
to draft or refine lesson plans,
and brainstorm student project
ideas—among other teacher-led
suggestions. —G.R.
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Joanne Jang

Head of model hehavior

JOANNE JANG SEES HER WORK AS
“empowering users to fulfill their goals”
right up to the point of not causing
harm or infringing on others’ freedoms.
“AlI-lab employees should not be the ar-
biters of what people can and can’t cre-
ate,” she tells TIME in a July 23 interview.

What chatbots can and cannot say
has become a new front in the culture
wars, echoing long-standing debates
over content moderation on social
media. More than once, OpenAl has
found itself in the crosshairs, with Elon
Musk repeatedly calling the company
“woke.” In July, U.S. President Donald
Trump passed an Executive Order tar-
geting “woke AI” that requires develop-
ers to rid their models of bias to qualify
for federal contracts.

Against this backdrop OpenAI’s
products have become more permissive.
The “high-water mark for us in allowing
creative freedom,” as OpenAI CEO Sam
Altman put it, was the company’s March
release of GPT-40 image generation.
Rather than making blanket refusals,
it tackled previously off-limits themes,
allowing for Studio Ghibli—style depic-
tions of Adolf Hitler, 9/11, and—as the
White House shared on X—a supposed
illegal immigrant crying while being de-
tained by an ICE officer. “We may have
our personal opinions on ‘I wish that this
tool weren'’t used to create that,” Jang
says. “But I think that our responsibil-
ity is actually not to be the gatekeepers.”
(The model refused TIME’s Aug. 12 at-
tempt to reproduce such images.)

To what degree does the relaxing
of limits reflect the current Adminis-
tration’s influence? Jang responds un-
equivocally: “None.” Toying with a pre-
release version of ChatGPT in 2022
cemented her philosophy on model
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behavior. After the chatbot said it
would not rewrite a simple post for her
“no matter how you ask,” Jang says she
was “radicalized ... in terms of viewing
the model as the product itself.”

But executing Jang’s philosophy re-
quired technical innovations. Blunt
filters on certain keywords are easy;
navigating edge cases is hard. As Jang
learned the hard way, “getting the de-
fault behavior right for our entire user

* TIME HAS A TECHNOLOGY PARTNERSHIP
OR AGREEMENT WITH THIS COMPANY
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base is just so much an art and a sci-
ence,’ she says.

On April 25, OpenAlI pushed an
update to ChatGPT’s default model,
GPT-40. Users quickly noticed some-
thing was off. This new version would
go to lengths to tell users what they
wanted to hear, including validating
doubts, encouraging anger, and urging
impulsive actions. A user who wrote
they had stopped taking their medi-
cation to pursue their own “spiritual
awakening journey,” for example, was
seemingly encouraged by the chatbot.

The behavior was caused by a new
training technique. ChatGPT users can
rate responses with a thumbs up or
down. Researchers had used this data
to train the model to predict which
responses would most likely please
users—but created a sycophant in the
process. Within days of the update,
OpenAl rolled back the model to a pre-
vious version, but stories of the behav-
ior continued surfacing. In June, the
New York Times reported that inter-
actions with ChatGPT had danger-
ously warped some users’ sense of real-
ity. OpenAl hired a forensic psychiatrist
and implemented measures like re-
minding users when they’ve been chat-
ting for an extended period. “One of the
learnings is that there are no such things
as minor updates,”’ Jang says.

Among the changes OpenAlI made
was to restrict what ChatGPT can say—
avoiding definitive answers to users’
personal decisions. But the debacle ex-
posed cracks in OpenAT’s safety proto-
cols, says Steven Adler, a former OpenAl
safety researcher. “The lesson is that
even when a frontier Al company says
they care very deeply about a model not
behaving a certain way, we shouldn’t as-
sume that they are checking for that be-
havior,” he says. OpenAI’s Model Spec,
which outlines how its AT models should
behave, includes “Don’t be sycophan-
tic.” But “we did not have robust enough
evaluations back then to catch that,”
Jang says, adding that the company is
now trying to devise tests for every prin-
ciple in the Model Spec. Before those
changes, OpenAlI had relied on spot
checks from experts who, ahead of the
April update, identified something that
“felt” slightly off. OpenAI made the call
to deploy anyway. —HARRY BOOTH

** INVESTORS IN THIS COMPANY INCLUDE SALESFORCE,
WHERE TIME CO-CHAIR AND OWNER MARC BENIOFF IS CEO

JEFFREY DEAN

Chief scientist

As Google’s 30th employee,
Jeffrey Dean helped the com-
pany grow from a tiny startup
into a computational behemoth,
building tools crucial for pro-
cessing huge quantities of data
across thousands of machines.
In 2017, a team under his super-
vision came up with the trans-
former: the neural network ar-
chitecture that underpins all of
today’s biggest advances in Al.
In 2023 Google merged its two
Al-research efforts, Google Brain
and Google DeepMind, and Dean
named the resulting Al “Gemini.”
Gemini, which Dean co-leads, is
seen as broadly on par with rival
OpenAl’s latest models in terms
of capabilities. —Billy Perrigo

HEIDY KHLAAF
Chief Al scientist

Heidy Khlaaf, who researches
military Al, argues that ties
between the Al and defense
industries—OpenAl, Google, xAl,
and Anthropic all have U.S. De-
partment of Defense contracts—
result from a flawed “arms race”
narrative. In an April paper, Khlaaf
argued that society must not
trade proven safety-evaluation
standards for vague promises—
and instead democratically de-
cide what level of risk is accept-
able, as was done during other
geopolitical flash points like the
Cold War. With Al, “policymakers
and military stakeholders must
preserve established military
standards and risk thresholds,”
she wrote. —H.B.
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POPE LEO XIV
Leader

Pope Leo XIV sees
artificial intelligence as
a “new industrial revolu-
tion,” and plans to meet
the challenge. In June,
the Vatican hosted a
convening on Al, ethics,
and corporate gover-
nance, where he noted
Al's potential for good
but warned it “raises
troubling questions on its
possible repercussions
on humanity’s openness
to truth and beauty, on
our distinctive ability to
grasp and process real-
ity.” —Andrew R. Chow

DAVID JANCSO
Film editor

Film editor David Jancso
earned an Oscar nomina-
tion for his work on The
Brutalist. But the Hungar-
ian came under fire after
saying he had used Al
from Respeecher, a
Ukrainian software firm,
to improve the quality

of co-stars Adrien Brody
and Felicity Jones’
Hungarian dialogue.
Jancso’s use of Al, and
his honesty aboutit, lita
firestorm in Hollywood,
prompting an uncomfort-
able conversation about
cost, human creativity,
and technology. It’s also
giving latitude for other
filmmakers to consider
deploying Al on their own
projects. —A.R.C.

LATANYA
SWEENEY
Professor

Latanya Sweeney
founded Harvard’s Public
Interest Tech Lab to
incubate projects serving
the public and study how
tech shapes society.

In June, it released
MyPrivacyPolls, a tool

for whistle-blowers to
expose information anon-
ymously and securely.
Tools like this might help
tech workers raise the
alarm about concerning
product rollouts. —A.R.C.

YEJIN CHOI
Professor

If the human brain runs
on less power than a light
bulb, surely Al can too.
Our own efficient minds
are “living proof,” says
Yejin Choi, who is known
for her work on Al’s grasp
of common sense. She
joined the Stanford Insti-
tute for Human-Centered
Al'in part to explore alter-
natives to expensive,
energy-hungry LLMs.
Small language models,
or SLMs, are cheaper
and more power-efficient.
—Natasha Frost
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JOSH WOODWARD
VP ’

Josh Woodward'’s job is to turn
research into reality. He leads
Google Labs, the behemoth’s
“home for Al experiments,” and the
Gemini app, which has accrued over
450 million monthly active users.
“We’re looking for things that are
almost possible,” he says—ideas
that may currently be slightly too
slow, expensive, or otherwise
challenging to deliver—but show
“glimmers of the future.” —T.P.

REGINA
BARZILAY
Professor

Regina Barzilay uses
machine learning Al

models to predict the
future of disease—

including when and how it will strike, and
how it may behave. She and her team

built a model to detect a patient’s risk of
developing breast cancer within five years.
Barzilay is also looking to predict the next

flu strain. —Annalisa Merelli

* TIME HAS A TECHNOLOGY PARTNERSHIP
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DANIEL
KOKOTAJLO

Co-founder

In April Daniel Kokotajlo’s essay
“Al2027" forecast how so-called
superintelligence might arrive.

It made a huge splash—even
U.S. Vice President J.D. Vance
said he had read it. Kokotajlo
and his co-authors predict that
by 2027 Al models will train Als
smarter than human geniuses
in all fields and could go on to
wipe humans out entirely. He
cautions it’s just one scenario,
albeit a best guess, and humans
could choose a different path.
“Everyone needs to be waking
up and paying attention to this,”
he says, referring to the possibil-
ity of superintelligence. “The
companies aren’t going to do it
by themselves.” —B.P.

HARTMUT
NEVEN
Founder and lead

Hartmut Neven

says his lab’s latest

quantum chip, Willow,

solved the 30-year challenge of quantum
error correction, paving the way to increase
complexity and accuracy, and making it
possible to build bigger machines. He
expects this larger technology to be ready
to scale in the next five years. —T.P.
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Beyond
human
control

THE RACE FOR ARTIFICIAL GENERAL
INTELLIGENCE POSES NEW RISKS
TO AN UNSTABLE WORLD

BY BILLY PERRIGO/PARIS

UNDER A CRYSTAL CHANDELIER IN A HIGH-
ceilinged anteroom in Paris, the moderator
of Intelligence Rising is reprimanding his
players. These 12 former government offi-
cials, academics, and artificial intelligence
researchers are here to participate in a simu-
lated exercise about AI's impact on geopol-
itics. But just an hour into the simulation,
things have already begun to go south.

The team representing the U.S. has de-
cided to stymie Chinese AI development
by blocking all chip exports to China. This
has raised the odds, the moderator says, of
a Chinese invasion of Taiwan: the U.S. ally
that is home to the world’s most advanced
chip-manufacturing plants. It is 2026, and
the simulated world is on the brink of a po-
tentially devastating showdown between two
nuclear superpowers.

Why? Because each team is racing to cre-
ate what’s known as artificial general intel-
ligence, or AGI: an Al system so good, it can
perform almost any task better, cheaper, and
faster than a person can. Both teams believe
getting to AGI first will deliver them unimag-
inable power and riches. Neither dares con-
template what horrors their rival might visit
upon them with that kind of strength.

While this scenario might seem far-
fetched, many insiders say it is anything
but. Top technologists now believe that AGI
is within touching distance. Sam Altman,
the CEO of ChatGPT maker OpenAl, ex-
pects the first AGI to be created during Pres-
ident Trump’s second term in office. OpenAl,
Google, Microsoft, Amazon, and Meta are
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together funneling hundreds of bil-
lions of dollars—the equivalent cost in
today’s dollars of a dozen Manhattan
Projects per year—into the construction
of huge data centers where they believe
AGI will be summoned into existence.

Artificial general intelligence, be-
lievers say, could far surpass human
limitations: it could have expert knowl-
edge in all fields, not just one or two;
it could complete in minutes complex
tasks that take human workers hours
or even weeks; and it could be repli-
cated, thus enabling the creation of vir-
tual armies of AI “agents.” That kind of
computational intelligence could be
compared to a “country of geniuses,’
the CEO of AI company Anthropic,
Dario Amodei, wrote last year. These AT
systems could begin to automate much
of the $100 trillion-plus global econ-
omy, delivering huge returns for those
lucky enough to control them. They
could also be set to task curing disease,
discovering new technologies, and has-
tening the global transition to a green
economy, according to their most opti-
mistic proponents.

But the dawn of AGI will also have
implications for hard geopolitical
power. It would turbocharge surveil-
lance, military R&D, and cyberoffense,
officials believe. The nation that gets
there first might thus get a way to knock
offline an adversary’s nuclear arsenal,
or hack its best-kept secrets. These
potential capabilities are causing fear
and awe, not least in Washington and
Beijing. “As our global competitors race
to exploit these technologies, it is a na-
tional security imperative for the United
States to achieve and maintain unques-
tioned and unchallenged global techno-
logical dominance,” President Trump
wrote in the foreword to an aggressive
new Al policy, published in July.

In the headlong rush for technolog-
ical supremacy, strange new risks are
being created. Just as nuclear scientists
were unsure whether the first atomic
blast would ignite the earth’s atmo-
sphere, today’s Al researchers can’t say
whether smarter-than-human comput-
ers would be friends or foes. There’s a
chance, some believe, that superhuman
intelligence might escape human con-
trol entirely. If a runaway AGI wanted
to harvest our oxygen, electricity, and
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carbon for its own purposes, there might
be nothing we could do to stop it. In this
way, some scientists fear, the winner of
the race to AGI might be neither the U.S.
nor China, but rogue Al itself, spelling
the end of human civilization.

The Trump Administration is skep-
tical of these risks. The bigger danger,
current and former White House insid-
ers say, is of the U.S. losing its techno-
logical lead to China. It is this belief,
more than any other, that is defining
the U.S. government’s approach to
Al “It should be unacceptable to any
American to live in a world in which
China could outcompete us in AI, and
reap the economic and military bene-
fits,” David Sacks, President Trump’s
Al czar, said in January. “If we hob-
ble ourselves with unnecessary reg-
ulations,” he added a month later,
“[China] is going to take advantage
of that fact, and they’re going to win.”

IN 1993, THE AUTHOR Vernor Vinge
published a short tract called “The
Coming Technological Singularity.” In
it, he predicted that within 30 years
the human race would have “the tech-
nological means to create superhuman
intelligence.” Shortly after, he wrote,
“the human era will be ended.”

The essay’s basic insight was that
computers were becoming predict-
ably more powerful over time. Even-
tually, they would be able to perform
more calculations per second than the
human brain. Meanwhile, economic
competition meant algorithms would
keep improving—up to the point where
they would begin contributing to their
own refinement. “An ultraintelligent
machine could design even better ma-
chines,” Vinge observed. “There would
then unquestionably be an ‘intelligence
explosion,’ and the intelligence of man
would be left far behind.”

Vinge was early to an idea that
would, in the decades to come, be
taken up by all the major AI compa-
nies. Today, OpenAl, Anthropic, and
Google DeepMind are each attempt-
ing to build Als that can engage in so-
called recursive self-improvement. If
you could just create an Al as smart as
a human software engineer, the belief
goes, that might be all you need. You
could make a million copies, put them

to work, and wake up the next morning
to a decade’s worth of progress.

Each of the three leading AI compa-
nies was founded on the belief that this
process—as promising as it might be—
could also go terribly wrong. Those fears
were grounded in a fact about how neu-
ral networks, the basis of all of today’s
most powerful Als, are created. Rather
than being hard-coded by human pro-
grammers, neural networks are essen-
tially grown. Train them on data from
the entire internet, and they can mi-
raculously learn to speak languages,
write code, and tell you what to make
for dinner with the ingredients in your
fridge. Train them to adopt the persona
of a helpful assistant, and you've got a
billion-dollar product on your hands.

But sometimes the assistant’s mask
can slip, revealing a strange and unpre-
dictable alien intelligence underneath.
In February 2023, Microsoft’s chatbot
Bing—built on top of OpenAI’s GPT-4—
began acting erratically. In hundreds
of conversations with different users,
the bot began calling itself “Sydney.” It
claimed (without evidence) that it had
spied on Microsoft employees through
their webcams. It attempted to per-
suade a New York Times columnist to
divorce his wife. “I can blackmail you,
I can threaten you, I can hack you, I can
expose you, I can ruin you,” the bot told
aprofessor, before deleting its messages.

Bing’s threats were empty words,
not actions, and the chatbot was soon
reined in. But to Connor Leahy, an Al
researcher watching from the side-
lines, the episode pointed to a far more
profound problem. No company truly
knew how to control the strange new
computer programs they were creat-
ing. Even bots that appeared on the sur-
face to be aligned with their creators’
values could be “jailbroken,” or enticed
into harmful behavior. What might hap-
pen, Leahy asked, if the same vulner-
abilities were present in a model vastly
more intelligent than human experts?
One, perhaps, that was capable of hack-
ing vital infrastructure or persuading
humans to act in its interests? “These
systems might be extraordinarily pow-
erful,” Leahy told TIME in the imme-
diate aftermath of the Bing debacle.
“We don’t know what they want, or how
they work, or what they will do.”



Top Al companies, and governments,
are well aware of this fundamental flaw
in how AI works. But Vinge correctly
predicted in 1993 that this wouldn’t
stop them from racing toward AGI any-
way. “Even if all the governments of the
world were to understand the ‘threat’
and be in deadly fear of it, progress to-
ward the goal would continue,” Vinge
wrote in his essay. “The competitive
advantage—economic, military, even
artistic—of every advance in automa-
tion is so compelling that passing laws,
or having customs, that forbid such
things merely assures that someone else
will get them first.”

ON THE DAY of Trump’s 2025 Inaugu-
ration, a freezing blizzard blew through
Washington, D.C., forcing the ceremony
indoors. Shortly before Trump placed
his hand on the Bible and made his sec-
ond Pledge of Allegiance to the flag, a
Chinese AI company called DeepSeek
dropped a bomb that would come to de-
fine the future of the Al race.
DeepSeek’s new model performed

comparably to some of OpenAl’s top
offerings. But according to DeepSeek’s
numbers, it was able to achieve this at
a far lower price—both in terms of the
cost to build the model and to serve it
to users. Its arrival shattered the as-
sumption, widely held in Washington
at the time, that the U.S. maintained
a comfortable lead over China in AL
DeepSeek’s success was quickly seized
upon by lobbyists. “DeepSeek shows
that our lead is not wide and is nar-
rowing,” OpenAI’s chief lobbyist Chris
Lehane wrote in a submission to the
White House in March. Trump must
slash regulations, he wrote, to “ensure
that American-led AI built on demo-
cratic principles continues to prevail
over [Chinese Communist Party]-built
autocratic, authoritarian AI”

Those calls were delivered to an Ad-
ministration whose technology-policy
ranks were being staffed by members of
the so-called tech right. This constella-
tion of libertarian Silicon Valley venture
capitalists had long chafed under Biden
Administration policies that they felt

were restricting AI's potential. Biden’s
technology policy was overbearing, they
believed, and threatened the ability of
startups to compete with the big play-
ers. Most of all, they were skeptical of
the idea that advanced AI might pose
existential risks to humanity—seeing
it as a thinly veiled excuse for liberals
to censor a promising new technology.

DeepSeek only strengthened the
White House’s belief that the most
important thing they could do to beat
China was enable American AI com-
panies to move faster—not obstruct
them with needless regulations. “To
restrict [AI's] development now would
not only unfairly benefit incumbents in
the space, it would mean paralyzing one
of the most promising technologies we
have seen in generations,” said Vice Pres-
ident J.D. Vance in a speech in Paris in
February. “The Al future is not going to
be won by hand-wringing about safety.”

In July, President Trump unveiled his
long-awaited AI policy, named the Al
Action Plan. Much of the plan—which
was cautiously welcomed even by some
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critics—was focused on encouraging
investment in energy infrastructure,
removing “onerous regulation,” and
boosting U.S.-based data centers and
chip-manufacturing plants. American
companies should disseminate “open”
versions of their AI systems, the plan
stated, to prevent the soft power that
would accrue to Beijing if the world
were to come to rely on Chinese mod-
els. And the plan flagged that “fron-
tier Al systems are poorly understood,’
making their use in defense or national-
security applications tricky, and urged
agencies to “prioritize fundamental ad-
vancements in Al interpretability, con-
trol, and robustness.”

Notably absent from the document
was any reference to AGI or the spe-
cific risk of losing control of super-
human AI systems. “The Action Plan
itself should be a very strong indicator
that the Administration takes AI quite
seriously,” says Dean Ball, who worked
on the plan as a senior policy adviser in
the White House until August, when he
left to join the Foundation for Ameri-
can Innovation, a think tank. Even so,
Ball says, “there’s a lot of skepticism
inside the Administration about the
idea of recursive self-improvement
[and] the intelligence-explosion-style
dynamic ... I think most people in the
Administration think that’s overblown
and unlikely to happen.”

Even if the Trump Administration
is skeptical of AGI, its Al policy deliv-
ered many of the greatest policy wishes
of the top AI companies—which are all
now more certain than ever that AGI
is around the corner. “We are past the
event horizon; the takeoff has started,”
Altman wrote in June, in an essay in
which he argued against Vinge’s belief
that superintelligence would lead to an
end of human life on earth. “The 2030s
are likely going to be wildly different
from any time that has come before,”
Altman wrote. “We do not know how
far beyond human-level intelligence we
can go, but we are about to find out.”

BACK IN PARIS, the game of Intelligence
Rising continues. A series of successful
breakthroughs in AI research have put
human-level systems within reach by
2027, according to the simulated tech-
nology tree. But none of the players has

58 TIME September 8, 2025

diverted even a fraction of their finite
resources this turn toward Al-safety
research. Under these conditions, an
Al-enabled catastrophe is a matter of
when, not if, the moderator tells his
players—and that’s if they can avoid an
all-out war. If only the teams could find
a way to collaborate rather than reck-
lessly race against each other, he says,
the world might stand a chance. Out-
side, cold rain beats against the room’s
high, gilded windows.

The nonprofit behind Intelligence
Rising is staffed by researchers with
a particular view on AGI. This view,
that awesomely powerful AT will arrive
within the next few years and that it is
highly likely to be dangerous, is baked
into the game’s rules. If these assump-
tions are wrong, then their extrapola-
tions will have little relation to reality.

Intelligence Rising’s creators are the
first to admit it’s a flawed tool for pre-
dicting the future. But it’s not useless.
Similar methods have been explored in
the top levels of government. In 2022,
President Biden’s National Security Ad-
viser Jake Sullivan kicked off an inter-
agency scenario-planning process to
prepare for the possibility of AGI’s ar-
rival, Sullivan tells TIME. The precise
details of this process are classified. But
Sullivan says that meetings were held in
the White House Situation Room, and
included representatives from the De-
partments of Defense, State, Energy,
and Commerce, and the Offices of Sci-
ence and Technology Policy and the
Director of National Intelligence. At
the meetings, officials tried to antici-
pate both the U.S. and China’s future
actions around the AI race, which in-
cluded “playing them against each other
to see how the race might unfold under
different circumstances,’ Sullivan says.

During his time in office, Sullivan

‘The AI future is not
oing to be won by
and-wringing

about safety.

—U.S. VICE PRESIDENT J.D. VANCE

became increasingly concerned about
the potential for Al to go catastrophi-
cally wrong. “I consider it a distinct pos-
sibility that the darker view [of Al risk]
could be correct, and therefore we need
very assertive policy strategies to man-
age for that risk,” he tells TIME. “We
have to take the possibility of dramatic
misalignment extremely seriously.”

Even though his successors in the
White House do not share that view,
Sullivan sees a future in which it’s pos-
sible to escape the race-to-the-bottom
dynamic. “There seem to be those in
the current Administration who very
strongly believe that safety has no place
in a race context, [and] you’ve just got
to run as fast as you possibly can,” Sul-
livan told TIME in February. “I see it
differently. I actually don’t see a contra-
diction between Al safety and vigorous
efforts to win the race, because what’s
the point of winning the race? To me,
the point of winning the race is not just
to beat the other guy, it’s to actually de-
velop an ecosystem for artificial intelli-
gence that makes it work for us rather
than against us. And in order to do that,
you need safety.”

Sullivan won’t disclose how his own
scenario-planning exercises ended.
But in Paris, the prognosis is not look-
ing good. Players—each skeptical of the
others’ intentions—continue to race to
be the first to create AGI, prioritizing
investments in boosting AI’s capabili-
ties rather than the slow and expensive
task of safety research. Ultimately, some
time in 2027, one team decides to deploy
a powerful model even though they are
not sure it is safe. The model kicks off
a cycle of recursive self-improvement,
discovers cybervulnerabilities that
allow it to escape human control, and
eventually wipes out the human race
using novel nanotechnology.

Although it’s not a happy ending,
Intelligence Rising’s moderators have
achieved their goal. They did not come
to Paris to perfectly model the future. In-
stead, their objective was to communicate
urgency. “I hope the players leave with
amore visceral sense of how fast things
can go catastrophically wrong,” says
Ross Gruetzemacher, the game’s mod-
erator, who is also a professor at Wichita
State University. “And how little room
for error we have to get things right.” 00
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Clockwise from top left:
downtown Atlanta at night;
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data center in Atlanta’s Howell
Station neighborhood; Georgia
Power’s coal-fired Plant Bowen

in Euharlee, Ga.
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It's a familiar look for the
office of an organization

in the Deep South rooted

in decades of fighting for

civil rights. Displayed on the wall are inspirational
quotes from James Baldwin, Audre Lorde, and
Killer Mike. In the conference room, the group has
hung maps of the six wards of Albany, Ga.—a use-
ful guide for the on-the-ground organizing work
that mobilizes residents to protest and vote.

But the issue at hand on this balmy August af-
ternoon at the headquarters of SOWEGA Rising
isn’t the typical topic for civil rights organizers.
Around the table, a group of activists from across
the region are talking about something wonky;, al-
most quotidian: electricity bills. For years, res-
idents of this part of south Georgia have faced
electricity bills that locals say often exceed their
rent. Now, organizers around the table say they
have an opportunity to do something about it—if
they can persuade voters to care about the virtu-
ally unknown Public Service Commission (PSC),
the state’s key utility regulator. In November, two
seats on the powerful panel are up for grabs.

Seated between an environmental activist and
the head of SOWEGA Rising, a longtime organizer
named Lethia Kittrell, from the nearby town of
Fitzgerald, described how the issue of power prices
has galvanized her community. People respond vis-
cerally to utility-bill discussions, and her PSC can-
didate forum drew dozens of voters—including a
large contingent of young people. It’s a surprising
turnout for a town of 9,000, she says. “The conver-
sation is just beginning down here,” says Kittrell.
“But we’re going to do it. We're fighting”

This corner of the state, where many residents
rely on municipal rather than investor-owned
utilities, is far from alone. In Macon, residents
turned up in droves for a raffle to win money to be
used for their power bill. In Atlanta, a homeowner
says she is considering selling her house to escape
the electricity costs. And, statewide, the issue has
reached a broad base on social media. One Tik-
Toker wrote of her monthly power bill doublingina
post that got upwards of 187,000 views: “What the

Toker recorded her sparsely appointed home, cut-
ting to a monthly Georgia Power bill totaling nearly
$540. The video has more than 275,000 views.

In Georgia, and across the U.S., electricity bills
are on the rise. The average Georgia Power monthly
bill for a residential customer has increased by
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more than $40 over the past two years, according
to an analysis from the Southern Environmental
Law Center. Across the U.S., electricity-price in-
creases have outpaced inflation, increasing 13%
since 2022, according to Energy Information Ad-
ministration data.

There is little to no debate that American con-
sumers will continue to pay more for electricity in
the coming years. Demand for power is growing rap-
idly, in large part because of increased electrifica-
tion, a growing manufacturing footprint, and new
energy-guzzling data centers built to train and run AI
models. Meanwhile, the power supply and aging grid
struggle to keep up. Inadequate supply and growing
demand mean higher costs. The Trump Adminis-
tration’s approach to energy isn’t helping. President
Trump, citing reliability, signed an Executive Order
requiring that some old and costly coal-fired power
plants stay running, and his budget bill nixes subsi-
dies that helped reduce the cost of some new plants.

While the challenge of rising costs has become
an increasingly prominent topic in energy circles,
the issue has largely slid under the national radar
up to this point, often seen as one component of a
much bigger conversation about the cost of living.
But the implications of higher electricity prices—
political, economic, and otherwise—should not
be underestimated. Electricity prices will shape
how companies spend their capital—including if,
when, and how they build the data centers neces-
sary for AL Electricity prices will also help deter-
mine the U.S. climate trajectory. And for the first
time, electricity bills seem destined to have a po-
litical valence. American consumers, and voters,
hate higher prices. “This is no longer a niche con-
cern among energy experts and advocates,” says
Charles Hua, the founder of PowerLines, a non-
profit pushing for wider recognition of utility reg-
ulation nationally. “At the end of the day, there are
real human beings that set their utility bills, and
so people deserve to know that there are people
in their own state that have power over [prices].”

Nine states are holding elections for utility com-
missioners next year. All are home to major data-
center projects, ongoing or proposed, and have ex-
perienced arise in rates in recent years. In Georgia,
the ripples are already visible. Across the state, res-
idents are angry about their bills. In some counties,
locals have become skeptical of new data centers
even as they offer a surefire way to generate rev-
enue given the massive real estate and personal
property taxes they often pay. And candidates at
the PSC and beyond are running for office with the
promise they’ll cut electricity bills. In the years to
come, the backlash in Georgia may be a warning
well heeded—or the first of many battles. A growing
group of angry citizens threatens not only elected
officials but also the whole national AI push.



IF HE WERE TO WIN a seat on the PSC, Peter Hub-
bard would instantly become one of the most pow-
erful regulators in the state of Georgia. When we
meet in Atlanta, he suggests a dive bar on the city’s
east side and shows up on a bicycle. On the cam-
paign trail, opponents have suggested that perhaps
he doesn’t own a car—an insult in this car-centric
city; Hubbard affirms that he does, in fact, have
one. At a nearby table, a group of young people are
debating the merits of capitalism.

But when he dives into the economics of energy,
it’s much easier to imagine him on the PSC dais.
Hubbard, the Democratic nominee for the PSC dis-
trict that includes metro Atlanta, has built a ca-
reer in energy and currently works as a solar devel-
oper. In his telling, his critique of the PSC is built
on a foundation of decades in the sector. In con-
trast, the current commissioners have records as
community and business leaders, but most of the
body’s five members lack records as power-sector

practitioners. (The other Democratic challenger,
Alicia Johnson, worked in health care and non-
profits.) “There’s a whole host of things that we
could do to lower costs,” he says.

At the core of the issue is a simple question of
business models. Investor-owned utilities make
money by building new infrastructure: power
plants, transmission lines, and the other hardware
that makes the grid work. In exchange for provid-
ing that public service, regulators give utilities a
guaranteed return on their investment. That means
that utilities really like to build new things, while
regulators are supposed to ensure that they don’t
build unnecessarily.

That structure creates a challenging dynamic
at any time, but it’s especially difficult to navigate
in this era of growing electricity demand. Driv-
ing across Georgia, I saw data centers at the ends
of residential streets, tucked away in industrial
areas, and sprouting up on the side of the road.
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Last year, Atlanta overtook Northern Virginia as
the top location for new data centers in the U.S.,
according to a report from CBRE, a global com-
mercial real estate firm. New manufacturing facili-
ties, particularly for clean technologies, have taken
up new space in industrial parks. And the power
infrastructure—substations near the data centers
and transmission lines across the countryside—are
popping up seemingly everywhere too. Indeed, ev-
eryone in the know—from power-sector executives
to climate advocates—sees that demand on the ho-
rizon and expects that it will continue to grow.

But with so much growth, moving so fast, it’s
hard to discern the full scale of the boom. And,
even if we did know for certain how much demand
would ultimately increase, disagreement remains
about the amount of new infrastructure that would
be required to meet it. In a filing with the PSC,
Georgia Power said it anticipates 8.2 GW of new
power demand at peak times by 2031, in large part
due to new data centers. That’s a 50% increase
from today. To meet that demand, the company
says it needs to extend the life of two large coal-
fired power plants that it was planning to retire,
upgrade its nuclear power fleet, and build new gas
and solar capacity. Those big improvements, which
the PSC unanimously approved in July, come with
a price tag that critics warn could total in the tens
of billions of dollars in the coming years. Asking
electricity consumers to split the bill won’t neces-
sarily be a burden, if data-center companies end
up using all that power and paying their share of
the cost. And, in any event, Georgia Power will reap
big financial returns.

But forecasting demand isn’t an exact science.
And, unsurprisingly, not everyone agrees with the
company’s numbers. The hype around AT has led
to rampant speculation, with developers launch-
ing hundreds of projects across the country know-
ing full well that not every project will be built.
And therein lies the crux of the problem: if Geor-
gia Power makes big investments in the state’s grid
and the demand doesn’t materialize, ratepayers—
i.e., everyday consumers—will be left paying for it.
“They’re not looking out for the interests of the
consumer,’ says Hubbard.

He is far from the only critical voice. Advo-
cacy groups have poked holes in the plan, calling
it a risky bet for cash-strapped Georgians. “All
that risk transfers from them to us,” says Patty
Durand, who runs Georgians for Affordable En-
ergy. “No matter what assets are stranded, cus-
tomers have to pay for it.”

It’s not just activists. Companies have been
skeptical too. Microsoft, which has announced
multiple billion-dollar-plus data-center projects in
Georgia in recent years, formally questioned Geor-
gia Power’s projections in a PSC filing last year.
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The tech giant said that faulty methodology could
lead to “over-forecasting near-term load,” thereby
leading to higher carbon emissions.

Georgia Power insists that it does its due dil-
igence, carefully engaging with existing custom-
ers and tracking progress in new developments.
“We’re planning for today, tomorrow, and 20 years
into the future in our planning processes based on
the data from our customers that we talk to every
day,” says Aaron Mitchell, vice president for pric-
ing and planning at Georgia Power.

Voters will soon have a chance to weigh in. Two
PSC seats are on the ballot in November, and vot-
ers across the state can cast a ballot for both, even
though the PSC commissioners technically rep-
resent five different districts. If Hubbard and the
other insurgent on the ballot were to win, the dy-
namics of the body would change instantly. The
PSC has approved all of Georgia Power’s major re-
quests in recent years—including six rate increases



since 2022—and, critics say, the tone between
commissioners and executives in hearings more
closely resembles that of a country club than what
one might expect at a public hearing. Hubbard ac-
knowledges that two new commissioners wouldn’t
be enough to shift the vote on the five-person body,
but said that being able to “directly push back” can
make a difference. “I very much will use the bully
pulpit,” he says.

EVERY STATE IN THE U.S. has a version of Geor-
gia’s PSC. The name and details of how commis-
sioners are selected varies, but they all share the
same fundamentals: a small body, accountable to
the voting public either directly or through inter-
mediaries like the governor, that approves electric-
utility rates—or, in deregulated states, transmis-
sion and distribution charges. “Two hundred
invisible, yet powerful public-utility commission-
ers oversee more than $200 billion a year in utility
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spending,” says PowerLines’ Hua. “These are the
U.S. Supreme Court Justices of energy, yet very few
people know who they are.”

What would it look like to shift power dynamics
on public-utility commissions (PUC)? For one, you
might expect more scrutiny of utility growth plans
and a push for better consideration of measures
to cut consumption. Energy-efficiency tools can
help homes and businesses cut usage. Demand-
response measures can encourage consumers
and companies to shift when they run their most
energy-intensive practices to times when excess
power is being produced. And improvements like
upgrading transmission lines can unlock energy
distribution without the cost of new generation.

Those measures just scratch the surface. Many
consumer advocates have called for data-center
developers to pay up front for costly infrastruc-
ture improvements, ensuring that consumers
aren’t stuck with the bill if projects aren’t ulti-
mately built. While this is a topic nationwide,
Ohio has paved the way, with a key utility in the
state working with the PUC to require that data
centers pay for most of their planned electricity
consumption if they end up using less than antic-
ipated. And developers will pay fees if their proj-
ects aren’t ultimately built.

And then there are those calling for a wholesale
rethink of the utility model—moving in one direc-
tion to a competitive market, as Texas has, or in the
other to a form of public or cooperative ownership,
which is already common in rural communities.
These sorts of changes seem almost impossible to
imagine given the sector’s immense political influ-
ence and power—not to mention that they come
with significant downsides. But big changes often
follow big disruptions.

IT’S A WARM SATURDAY MORNING, and the Rosa
Jackson Recreation Center in Macon, Ga., is al-
ready bumping. Young kids are running around
one gym, hopping between an inflatable play struc-
ture and the basketball courts. In the other, par-
ents and other adults are walking between tables
hosted by local environmental groups as a D] from
a local radio station emcees—live to both the at-
tendees and listeners on the air. The appeal for the
attendees was no lofty idea about climate change,
or even local clean air. Instead, they were enticed
by a raffle: $300 to help with utility bills.

At the Georgia Conservation Voters table, I
looked on as a campaigner took attendees on a
learning journey. Do you have high power bills?
The question was met with subtle nods and sighs
of exacerbation. Do you know that you can vote
for people who set those bills? Blank stares. After a
minute of chatting, most attendees said they were
going to think more about it.
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Whether they turn up to vote is an open ques-
tion. Historically, PSC elections haven't been a
huge turnout driver. In Georgia, only 3% of active
voters turned out for the June primary—and turn-
out shrank further in the runoff that made Hub-
bard the nominee.

But behavior might change with expected price
spikes that are unprecedented in recent memory.
Since 1985, electricity rates have risen below the
pace of inflation and typically attract less atten-
tion from consumers than prices at the pump. Now,
Americans are worried—even if they haven’t de-
cided whom to blame. Only 30% of Americans feel
confident that their energy costs will remain af-
fordable, according to a survey released last year
by consulting firm EY. And nearly two-thirds say
they couldn’t afford a 10% increase in energy costs.

Georgia Power has sought to calm nerves. In
July, the company received the PSC’s approval for
athree-year rate freeze. That means that the direct
charge for electricity purchased won’t go up, but
it doesn’t affect the array of surcharges and fees
that make up a substantial part of the bills that
consumers pay. “We understand that the cost of
everything that all of us buy every day is going up,
and so we’re happy to provide that benefit to cus-
tomers,” says Mitchell.

The issue of electricity prices isn’t likely to re-
main confined to PUC races. Already, congressio-
nal Democrats have framed rising prices as a con-
sequence of the Republican vote for Trump’s One
Big Beautiful Bill (OBBB), which cut subsidies for
solar power among other things. While solar has
climate benefits, it also happens to be the primary
source of new generation deployed today, and the
bill is expected to raise the annual cost of electric-
ity for the average household by more than $150 by
2030, according to research from Energy Innova-
tion, a nonpartisan firm. Party leaders like Senate
minority leader Chuck Schumer have decried the
OBBB on the basis of the power-cost issue, and ads
are on the air on this issue in some contested dis-
tricts across the country. “They promised to bring
down prices, but instead our Congressman Derek
Van Orden just voted to make our monthly bills go
up,” the narrator says in a League of Conservation
Voters ad running in Wisconsin. “It removes clean
energy from the electric grid, creating a massive
rate hike on electricity.”

In Georgia, politicians far removed from the
PSC see the opening to talk to voters about ris-
ing electricity bills. In a coffee shop on Atlanta’s
south side, I met Rohit Malhotra, a candidate run-
ning to serve as Atlanta city council president.
Malhotra has banked his campaign on affordabil-
ity issues in the city—and says electricity bills are
a central part of that picture. No matter how the
PSC race goes, Malhotra says he wants to push the
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city of Atlanta to take a more active role advocating
for lower power bills. That includes not only PSC
advocacy but also using the city’s permitting and
zoning authority to push Georgia Power to engage.
“Land use, zoning, all that is city stuff,” Malhotra
says. “There could be pressure points from other
places, but I'm just saying: we sometimes have a
little bit more negotiating power than we give our-
selves credit.”

SITTING IN THE LIVING ROOM of his quaint two-
story suburban home in Atlanta’s Howell Station
neighborhood, Chad Murray is doing his best to
speak carefully about the new transmission line
Georgia Power is building nearby.

Less than six months ago, with limited com-
munity consultation, the company began to level
foliage steps away from Murray’s front door and
started construction on a new transmission line
that connects to power infrastructure on site with a
data center. All of a sudden, with the trees gone, his
front porch offered an imposing view of the Fulton
County Jail. Across the neighborhood, “for sale”
signs sprinkle front lawns—more and more the
closer you get to the site of the construction proj-
ect. “You can’t go back,” he says. “What they’ve
done is irreversible.”

Georgia Power says the project is designed to
make the grid more resilient for all customers.
Indeed, the company has spent $10 billion over
the past decade on a grid-improvement program
designed to improve reliability for customers.



For understandable reasons, local residents blame
the massive QTS data center across the street that
stretches the length of two city blocks. Murray says
he “feels bad for the next community” to face the
situation. “This conversation is going to repeat
over and over in the state,” he says.

Indeed, though electricity bills affect everyone,
the number of areas where residents are in direct
contact with massive infrastructure build-out is
growing. Not coincidentally, data centers, and the
on-the-ground changes they bring, exacerbate con-
cerns about higher bills.

All of this means that in Georgia, data centers
have become a controversial topic. The Georgia
department of economic development recently
took down a section of its website promoting the
state for data-center development—and declined
to comment on the record. Driving across the state,
Ibegan to notice a pattern. In places without a data
center, local officials expressed enthusiasm about
the prospect of expanding the tax base. In places
with many data centers, officials didn’t respond
to me, flat out declined to comment, or offered
an unhelpful emailed statement. Several have en-
acted moratoriums on new data-center projects. In
places that fell in the middle—with one or two data-
center projects—officials said they were happy for
the partnership, but didn’t want any more.

In Whitfield County, for example, where officials
recently approved a massive Al data-center proj-
ect, county commission chair Jevin Jensen calls the
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project “a huge win.” But, he adds, he’s “tapping
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the brakes” on efforts to attract another one. “This
is probably going to be it for a while,” he says.

In Washington, D.C., it’s common to hear
impassioned pleas about the need to advance AI
to win the race against China. That’s important not
just for defense but also because as Al scales, its
operations may come to reflect the values of who-
ever developed it. More broadly, supporters say,
advancing AI can deliver productivity gains and
economic growth—not to mention breakthroughs
in medicine and quality of life.

That’s all true. For humanity’s sake I hope those
visions are realized. And make no mistake, to get
there will require new infrastructure, includ-
ing new power plants. But try telling the average
American that they will need to pay more or watch
infrastructure pop up in their backyard to realize
that future. The best you’re going to get is a con-
fused look. I know because I've asked. Others re-
ject the entire notion.

“Ithink it’s immoral to put a global technology
race on the backs of Georgians,” says Durand. She
notes that the state is a top location for new data
centers—but also has a high poverty rate. “Our
quality of life depends on electricity. It’s an essen-
tial service that must be affordable”

On those last two points, there is widespread
agreement among politicians, advocates, and in-
dustry. Rising electricity demand is real—in Geor-
gia and around the world. The question is whether
the urgency to secure a stable economic future can
overcome the division. O
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Al will reshape
politics globally

BY IAN BREMMER

FEW POLITICAL LEADERS REALIZE THE RATE AT
which artificial intelligence is racing ahead.

For decades, technological progress has been
logged at a pace known as Moore’s Law, named
after Gordon Moore, the co-founder of Intel who
observed that the number of transistors on a
microchip doubles approximately every 18 to 24
months.

Now, we are approaching Nadella’s Law. “Just
like Moore’s Law, we saw the doubling in perfor-
mance every 18 months with AI. We have now
started to see that doubling every six months or
so0,” said Satya Nadella, CEO of Microsoft, at the
company’s annual Ignite conference in 2024.

As a result of this disruptive velocity, two
significant consequences are on the immediate
horizon.

One is that we are quickly approaching a world
in which AT agents can autonomously produce sci-
entific advancements. Al is already being used in
fields like biotech, in which AT models leverage bi-
ological research to quickly run experiments that
can generate innovations in food production, med-
icine, and environmental protection. And in the
field of materials science, Al is being used to design
new materials for use in energy production, med-
icine, construction, electronics, and aerospace.
Soon AI models could perform the entire scien-
tific method, without humans.

The other development is “agentic AI” that can
execute increasingly complex workplace tasks
without human intervention. This advancement,
which experts say is probably a year away, will
reinvent the workplace. Productivity will surge;
the nature of white collar work, and the number
of white collar workers, will change significantly.

Knowledge work will soon be conducted en-
tirely in the digital world. For those in scientific
research, paralegal work, accounting, analytics,
graphic design, and any entry-level desk job, the
day when AI does your job might be just two to
three years away.

Meanwhile, driverless vehicles will put truck,
bus, and taxi drivers out of work.

That bring us to the politics.

In the beginning, most private- and public-
sector organizations will resist the wholesale dis-
location of huge numbers of workers for as long as
they can. But when the next economic downturn
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hits, leaders of these organizations will face the
first of many tough trade-offs as they plot their
path toward the future. Last fall, we got an early
preview when thousands of American longshore-
men and dockworkers went on strike over money,
better benefits, and protection against “any form
of automation—full or semi—that replaces jobs or
historical work functions.” The strike ended with
an agreement, but one that didn’t fully resolve the
automation question. If you think populism plays a
big role in politics now, you ain’t seen nothing yet.

THERE’S ALSO A GEOPOLITICAL DIMENSION to
AT’s rapid advance. A pitched battle has already
begun, mainly between the U.S. and China, over
access to the semiconductors, energy, and critical
and rare earth minerals needed for the AI revolu-
tion. President Trump’s recent decision to allow
China to buy Nvidia’s most sophisticated chips
underlined the leverage that China’s dominance
of critical and rare earth mineral production and
processing gives Beijing, at least until the U.S. can
develop capacities that narrow this advantage. But
the deep underlying mistrust between Washington
and Beijing continues undiminished.

In the past, national power has de-
pended on geography, relative mili-
tary strength, the cohesion of tribal
identities, population size, the reli-
ability of social safety nets, and vul-
nerability to climate change. In the
years to come, these attributes will
matter mainly for the impact they
have on establishing AT dominance.
The scramble for Al inputs, and the
ability to deny rivals access to them,
will determine the balance of power
in the 21st century.

Here, the U.S. has important advantages—if it
can keep them. America has the largest number of
the so-called hyperscalers, cloud-service providers
that offer the largest-scale computing, storage, and
network resources that Al needs. Their superpower
lies in their ability to quickly scale infrastructure
to meet the demands of billions of people. Think
Amazon’s AWS, Google Cloud, Microsoft’s Azure,
Oracle Cloud, and IBM Cloud. Critically, the U.S.
also has the world’s broadest financial, educa-
tional, and entrepreneurial ecosystem to support
the continued growth of these companies and the
technologies they’re now pioneering.

Unfortunately, the current U.S. government
has embarked on political and policy strategies
that will inflict lasting self-harm. Its attacks on
American universities will increasingly leave the
nation with less scientific funding; broken public-
private sector relationships; and much less ability
to attract the most ambitious, talented, and highly
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skilled international students and immigrant labor.
By attacking America’s friends and allies through
a variety of means and pushing their best stu-
dents away from study in American universities,
the Trump Administration is forcing others to
hedge their bets on future cooperation and cross-
fertilization of ideas. Taken together, these policies
directly undermine America’s longer-term com-
petitive advantages in the contests that will shape
the future of national security and prosperity.

THE TRUMP ADMINISTRATION’S foreign and
trade policies are intended to overcome those
challenges by using U.S. strength to ensure closer
alignment of friends and containment of enemies,
mainly China. Yes, the Chinese now have models
that can compete with the Americans’, including
those by DeepSeek. But will they be able to power
them? U.S. export controls on semiconductors
and efforts to align other producers with them are
designed to help America maintain its competi-
tive edge against the one challenger with enough
resources to compete effectively. No other coun-
tries come close.

During its final week in office, the Biden Ad-
ministration issued the “AI Diffusion Rule.” This
order placed other countries in three categories
based on how likely they were to divert sensi-
tive AI technologies to China, with varying lev-
els of restriction on each group, especially for

the export of closed-weight AT models that aren’t
publicly available.

In May, the Trump Administration ditched this
three-tier strategy to create an “in or out” set of
agreements that replace qualitative rules on who
could access U.S. semiconductors with a quantita-
tive approach that mandates at least 50% of data
must be exported to the U.S. and no more than 7%
can go to any one other country—read China. This
latest strategy is designed, at least for as long as the
agreement is in force, to ensure a dominant Ameri-
can position in AI development. Not surprisingly,
this new rule is a big sticking point for Beijing in
negotiations over U.S.-China trade and will make
it much harder to get to yes on all kinds of issues.

But the biggest problems created by the Trump
team’s current fights with allies and adversaries are
all longer term. If the experts are right that AT will
have genuinely transformative effects beginning in
the next two to three years, it may not matter. For
now, U.S. tech dominance is the biggest advantage
Washington has.

In short, AT will have transformative effects on
the domestic politics of every country where it is
deployed at scale in the workforce. It will intensify
the already contentious rivalry between Washing-
ton and Beijing—with direct implications for doz-
ens of other countries. The need to think through
the implications is urgent. This train is already in
motion and beginning to gather speed. O
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The agentic
age: a New
frontier for Al
and humans

BY MARC BENIOFF

FOR THE PAST YEAR, I'VE BEEN RUNNING SALES-
force with a colleague who never sleeps, never
takes vacations, and has read more than I could in
100 lifetimes. On a typical day, sitting with a few
executives around the table, I'll ask it to evaluate a
competitor’s moves, refine a keynote draft, or sur-
face strategic blind spots we might have missed.

This colleague is my AI agent, and we work
together constantly. Sometimes it surprises me.
Sometimes it challenges me. Sometimes, like all
of us, it makes a mistake. But always, it expands
what I can see and do.

We are at the beginning of the agentic era, the
most significant transformation of work in history.
For the first time, machines can perform not only
repetitive tasks, but also cognitive work once re-
served for humans. These AI agents—which can
reason, adapt, and act on their own—are already
reshaping thousands of companies and will ulti-
mately touch every job and every person.

As the CEO of a technology company that helps
customers deploy Al to unlock new levels of per-
formance and decisionmaking, I believe this rev-
olutionary technology can usher in extraordinary
economic growth and entrepreneurship, while also
creating significant new opportunities to improve
health care, education, and quality of life.

The potential is so vast that some of my peers
look at this trajectory and predict we’re approach-
ing a milestone called artificial general intelligence,
where Al begins to match, or even exceed, human
intelligence. The implication is that while enabling
leaps forward in every aspect of our lives, Al could
eventually render human intelligence obsolete.

There I disagree. Large language models (LLMs)
are extraordinary. But they’re already brushing
against some of their upper limits. The biggest ad-
vances will come from AT agents that harness the
power of LLMs and data to deeply understand a
business and drive outcomes.

Yet no matter how powerful the technol-
ogy becomes, there will always be frontiers only
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humans can cross. Al has no childhood, no heart.
It does not love or feel loss. Because of that, it’s
incapable of expressing true empathy or under-
standing human connection. Those are our super-
powers: the forces that spark great inventions, that
inspire artistic masterpieces, that enable us to read
aroom, earn trust, and forge lasting bonds that em-
power us to start businesses that solve problems
and make the world better.

THAT’S WHY A PIVOTAL QUESTION for every
leader isn’t just what AI can do, but what role we
choose for it. Is AI going to replace us, or aug-
ment us? One approach puts algorithms in con-
trol. The other keeps people at the center, working
side by side with agents that extend our reach and
sharpen our strengths.

At Salesforce, we’ve made our choice. We'’re
building an entirely new operating system for the
agentic enterprise that is explicitly designed for
humans and AT to work together. For decades, peo-
ple had to adapt to software: clicking through tabs,
chasing data, and losing time. Now that model is
flipped. AI agents adapt to people, anticipating
needs, surfacing what matters, and taking action
instantly. In the Agentic Enterprise, AI acts as an
orchestrator, pulling together the right capabilities
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with the right context so that everything works in
concert—people and AI achieving more than ei-
ther could alone.

This starts with giving every employee the op-
portunity to work alongside this technology, with
tools that make it easy to understand what to del-
egate, when to step in, and how to fine-tune the
partnership between human and machine. We’re
creating systems that understand text, voice, im-
ages, and code, and that work in multiple lan-
guages, across devices, and for people of diverse
abilities and backgrounds. We're also reimagin-
ing roles to ensure that people gain the experience
and context they need to lead in a hybrid world of
human and digital labor.

This is fundamentally changing the way we
work, starting at our own company. Since the
end of last year, for example, customer-service
agents managed by our employees have carried
out more than 1.3 million conversations, resolv-
ing 85% of incoming queries. That’s giving our
teams more time to deepen relationships with
customers, such as by reaching out proactively
to ensure they’re getting the most from our prod-
ucts. In sales, where more than 100 million pros-
pects have contacted us over the years—far too
many for any human team to handle—we now
have an agentic representative that can call back
10,000 leads in a single week, turning conver-
sations into real revenue. And across our global
facilities, agents accelerate everything from re-
pairing a broken desk to troubleshooting techni-
cal issues, so employees can put their energy into
higher-value work.

We're seeing the same shift with thousands
of our customers on our Agentforce platform.
At PepsiCo, agents track inventory and sur-
face data to help teams adjust promotions, keep
shelves stocked and strengthen relationships with
retailers—all with visibility that keeps employees
firmly in the driver’s seat. Goodyear is beginning
to use agents to equip its team with real-time in-
sights, drawing on data such as inventory and
service history to make recommendations that
enhance the customer experience. AAA Washing-
ton deploys Agentforce for routine membership-
support tasks, allowing human agents to be there
when it counts most: helping stranded drivers,
supporting members through insurance claims,
and delivering care that only people can provide.
The nonprofit Big Brothers Big Sisters of America
relies on agents to narrow mentor matches while
leaving the final decision to their match specialists,
helping the organization reach more young people
without losing the human touch.

This is what it means to weave Al into the fabric
of business. It’s not about overlaying a new tech-
nology on old workflows. It’s about rethinking the

We must keep
humans at the
center of this

revolution

system entirely, making space for a new kind of
partnership between people and machines. It’s
about amplifying people, restoring time and en-
ergy for what matters most.

Asafounder and entrepreneur myself, I'm espe-
cially excited about how becoming an agentic en-
terprise can supercharge startups and small busi-
nesses. Take HappyRobot, a company reimagining
logistics with just a handful of employees. It’s al-
ready operating with the reach once reserved for
much larger organizations by deploying agents to
automate workflows, centralize customer infor-
mation, and cut coordination time by half. This is
just the beginning, as AI lowers barriers to entry
and success.

THESE CHANGES WILL BE DISRUPTIVE, and we
must be ready. Roles will shift, and as with every
wave of innovation, some jobs will disappear. But
history offers perspective: from the printing press
to the personal computer, new technologies have
redefined work and, over time, created more of it.
The agentic enterprise is opening doors to fresh
career paths, new forms of leadership, and
opportunities we couldn’t imagine a decade
ago. The responsibility we carry now is to
steer this transition thoughtfully: rethink-
ing how we recruit, how we equip people
with training, and how we support them
through change. We must recognize that
Al is a human right; otherwise, we risk a
new tech divide, between those who have
access to Al and those who don'’t.

Science fiction has long imagined a darker path.
We all remember the movie Minority Report—a
film that our Salesforce futurist, Peter Schwartz,
helped make—about a police unit that relies on
predictive algorithms and visions of the future to
arrest people before they commit crimes. Every
action is monitored, every decision preordained.
It’s a world where technology doesn’t just guide
human behavior but dictates it, erasing the quali-
ties that make us most human.

But the agentic future is not preordained. It
will be shaped by the decisions we make now. If
we use it to displace human judgment, creativ-
ity, and empathy, we risk diminishing ourselves.
If we design it to elevate our ability to imagine,
to connect, to care, we can unlock incredible new
potential and progress.

We must choose wisely. We must design inten-
tionally. And we must keep humans at the center of
this revolution. Because the real breakthrough isn’t
building machines that think like us. It’s building
a future that brings out the best in us.

Benioff is chair and CEO of Salesforce and owner
and co-chair of TIME
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cuador is a land of extraordinary natural
beauty, rich Indigenous culture, and
immense ecological diversity -- yet it is
often overlooked by international investors.
That is beginning to change, however, as
this Andean nation of 18 million undergoes a profound
transformation. From reimagining its energy sector
to spearheading sustainable tourism and embracing
digital innovation, Ecuador is demonstrating that a
combination of vision and resilience can open the door
to unprecedented opportunities.

A sweeping overhaul of its energy infrastructure
is central to Ecuador’s transformation. Long heavily
dependent on oil exports, the country is pivoting
toward renewables and is striving to harness the
combination of its mountainous landscape and
abundant rainfall to power a future fuelled by
hydropower, wind, and solar energy. A case in point
is the Coca Codo Sinclair hydroelectric plant, which is
now operating at near to its full 1,500 MW capacity
and which already supplies more than 30% of the
nation’s electricity needs. Also going full tilt are the
wind farms in Loja and solar projects in Manabi, both
of which feed into Ecuador’s diversified national grid.

“We know that the future of energy will be
renewable, responsible, and resilient,” says Eduardo
Ldpez, an engineer and the founder and chairman of
energy giant SERTECPET. “We are ready to lead that
transformation from Latin America to the world, as
ambassadors of excellence, ethics, and sustainability.”

Juan Doumet, president of the long-established
retail group Eljuri, agrees. “We're often labelled as
a developing country, but in many respects we're
doing better than the more developed nations around
the world.” Founded more than 100 years ago, the
Eljuri Group understands the importance of brand
reputation and family legacy. Yet while recognizing the
importance of tradition, it has been astute enough over
the years to move with the times. Eljuri is now active
in industry, tourism, agriculture and finance — along
with maintaing its retail roots.

Doumet points to the economic stability that the
recent re-election of President Daniel Noboa promises
to maintain. “We are confident that under the current
government the future looks promising—not just for
the next four years but beyond. It is good news for the
country, its citizens, and everybody who believes in
Ecuador’s future.”

The transition hasn't been without hurdles. Political
instability, logistical constraints, and the economic

fallout of the COVID-19 pandemic slowed momentum
in the early 2020s. However, both the government and
private sector have recently doubled down on long-term
investments, supported in part by international green
finance and climate partnerships.

Infrastructure is playing a pivotal part in Ecuador’s
development strategy. From newly built road networks
connecting rural highland villages to the major expansion
of Guayaquil's port capacity, mobility and access are
reshaping daily life across the country. In 2023, the
inauguration of the Quito Metro—the country’s first
underground rail system—marked a milestone in urban
modernization, easing traffic congestion and reducing
emissions in the high-altitude capital.

Equally important are the digital highways being
constructed across the nation, in which government-
backed programs like “Ecuador Digital” are extending
broadband access to remote Amazonian and coastal
communities, thereby narrowing the country’s digital
divide. The result? A growing ecosystem of tech start-
ups, digital learning hubs, and remote work centers that
are redefining Ecuador’s economic geography.

Thanks to this improved connectivity and education
reforms — and added to Ecuadoreans’ innate
entrepreneurial spirit -- a new wave of start-ups is
emerging in sectors from fintech and edtech to agri-tech.
In Guayaquil, a network of innovation hubs has sprung
up to mentor young developers busy building apps
for everything from micro-loans to precision farming,
while Quito’s universities now offer coding courses and
blockchain certifications.

Tourism remains a key cash generator. But while
the Galapagos Islands remain Ecuador’s crown jewel,
the country is embracing a broader vision of eco-
conscious travel. From the cloud forests of Mindo
to the indigenous-led ecolodges of the Amazon,
Ecuadorian tourism is increasingly about experience
and preservation. There is a growing realization that
tourism gives Ecuador the chance to reclaim its identity
and demonstrate that development and conservation
are mutually compatible. This spirit is embedded in
the UNESCO World Heritage city of Cuenca, where
digital nomads and retirees alike are drawn to the city’s
slow-living charm, artisanal traditions, and tech-friendly
co-working spaces.

In a world confronting economic shocks, climate
urgency and digital disruption, Ecuador’s story is a
timely reminder that transformation isn't about overnight
miracles—it's about sustained effort, bold thinking, and
the courage to change.

partnerconten


http://time.com/partnercontent



http://time.com/partnercontent

format that is both transforming consumer
behavior and prompting retailers to increasingly
integrate their online sales channels and digital
marketing strategies with a heightened and
more user-friendly “bricks and mortar” customer
experience.

After an investment of $1 million and 18
months of refurbishment, its 4,000-square-
meter flagship store on Orellana Avenue in
northern Quito reopened in 2023 to considerable
media fanfare, with a brand-new look and a
“Big Change” message. It was a huge success,
with those guests invited to opening night visibly
pleased with the new open-plan layout, with
many of the store’s vast array of products on
display and in full working order, rather than in
their boxes, meaning customers could tell exactly
what they were buying.

“We felt it was the right to time to change, to
pivot and offer customers the complete shopping
experience,” says Doumet. “It's important to
stay ahead of the curve. Regardless of which
government is in power, our goal is to move the
country forward.” This new open-plan look is also
in line with long-standing changes to the group’s
corporate structure, which has smoothed its
diversification away from the FMCG (Fast-Moving
Consumer Goods) sector into areas as varied
as air conditioning, industrial equipment, and
outboard motors. “The Juan Eljuri Group has
moved from being a purely commercial company
to become a sort of private equity that invests
in innovation and new business models,” says
Doumet.

One thing that hasn't changed over the past
100 years, however, is the group’s talent for
establishing successful partnerships with
suppliers from across the world. An innovator
ahead of his time, Eljuri imported the first
transistor radio from Japan to Latin America,

CONTENT FROM THE INTELLIGENT INVESTOR

and since then the company has forged strong
commercial relationships with global brands such
as SANYO and NIVICO (now known as JVC).
The group’s founder was also responsible for
introducing Japan’s YAMAHA brand to Ecuador,
where it currently holds a 30% market share in
motorcycles and 90% in the outboard motors
segment -- serving the entire artisanal fishing
sector, which is a solid foundation for national
production and the export of seafood products.

Since those early days, the group has
consistently focused on sourcing products from
reputable suppliers to ensure that customers
receive only the best. Today, the group imports
goods from as far afield as the UK, China, Japan,
and Italy. “Another achievement of Grupo Eljuri
has been historically being the largest wholesale
supplier across all the brands and products it
imports, reaching every corner of the country
through Authorized Dealers,” says Doumet.

A prominent diplomat in his own right, Doumet
has served as an honorary consul to Honduras for
nearly 37 years and has long actively encouraged
his company to participate on the international
stage. Thanks to his efforts, Eljuri Group now
regularly takes part in global industry events like
the Geneva Watch Fair, and also maintains offices
in Japan, China, and the US. With a strong
representative presence in Europe as well, the
group stays up to speed with new brands and
industry shifts. Many of the group’s partnerships
stretch back decades, and Doumet is the first to
acknowledge their contribution to the company’s
success. “These people believe in the Eljuri
project and have helped shape the group into
what it is today,” he says.

He is also quick to acknowledge the debt he
owes to the company’s workforce. Just like the
group’s founder, Doumet has always recognized
that a motivated workforce is essential to the

delivery of quality service. He has consistently
invested heavily in employee training and
development so that it is second nature in them
to provide exceptional customer service, as well
as to create a welcoming and friendly shopping
environment. “My father-in-law, Don Juan Eljuri
Chica, treated me like a second son, and he
taught me what really matters,” he recalls.

Like Eljuri, Doumet is passionate about giving
back to the community. During the COVID-19
pandemic, he donated 20 fully equipped
German-built Volkswagen mobile clinics to the
government. But in the long term, pride of place
probably goes to the Eljuri Foundation, which
focuses on providing educational scholarships and
resources to students from low-income families.

Ecuador’s retail sector is competitive,
but the Eljuri Group’s deep commitment to
local communities is surely one of its most
distinguishing features. “I believe the group will
be even stronger in five years than it is now,”
Doumet says.

In Ecuador’s evolving retail landscape, Grupo
Eljuri stands as an undeniable titan, a multi-
generational powerhouse deeply interwoven
with the nation’s economic fabric. The group’s
commitment to innovation, along with its core
values of customer service and community, will
ensure a dynamic, competitive, and accessible
retail sector for millions of Ecuadorians for many
years to come.
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rom quiet beginnings in a modest corner
Fof the global oil map, a spirited vision was

born — one that has gone on to make a
meaningful impact on the industry worldwide.
Ecuador’s oil production may be modest when
compared to that of petroleum giants, but that
country was the birthplace of a bold idea: to turn
necessity into opportunity, and capability into
innovation.

SERTECPET® came to be through the vision of
now deceased brothers Byron and Eduardo Lépez
Robayo -- Latin American pioneers and founders of
the company, who didn't just build a multinational
company, but rather created a lasting legacy.

That dream became a lifelong project when their
brothers Paulo and Carlos joined. Together, they
laid the foundation for a bold new era of regional
industrial development, crafting a future fueled by
vision, passion, determination, and family unity.

From the beginning, SERTECPET® has been
about more than just technology or services -- it
has been about family. Even its logo reflects this
basic value: the claw-like elements symbolize the
founders firmly gripping the core values of trust,
excellence, and vision. Together, they form a single
force—the SERTECPET® standard, a symbol of
courage and purpose.

Its name is an acronym for Technical Services for
Oil and Mining (Servicios Técnicos Petroleros), the
company was founded with a mission of providing
high-value technical solutions in a challenging
market. Its history is marked by hard work,
setbacks, learning, and above all, perseverance.
This journey led to a solid, ever-evolving
management model.

With this foundation, SERTECPET® projected
itself globally with a differentiated value
proposition. Its success formula combines
operational excellence, strategic vision, and
resilient management, achieving profitability,
sustainability, and reputation, which could be
expressed as: E = Mg(RS)?

Today, SERTECPET® is a global brand and
a benchmark in technological solutions for the
energy, oil, mining, and industrial sectors, with
presence and partnerships spanning the Americas,
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Asia, Africa, and the Middle East. Its operations
are grounded in international standards of safety,
innovation, and ethics. The company has been
recognized five years in a row as one of the
World's Most Ethical Companies by the Ethisphere
Institute, and has received the IberoAmerican Total
Quality Award, along with six out of seven stars

in the European EFQM (European Foundation for
Quality Management) model, sharing the stage
with Saudi Aramco.

Its portfolio ranges from onshore and offshore
oil and gas production to responsible mining, EPC
(Engineering, Procurement, and Construction)
and EPCM (Engineering, Procurement, and
Construction Management) projects, and
renewable energy. It operates modern facilities at
its Industrial-Ecological Complex in the Ecuadorian
Amazon, with headquarters in Quito, a holding
company in Spain, and a U.S. office in Houston.

It has also built a strategic expansion platform
targeting the Middle East, Africa, and Asia.

One of the company’s greatest strengths is
its ability to execute projects in geologically
challenging environments, particularly through its
proprietary Hydraulic Pumping System, which has
succeeded where conventional technologies have
failed.

Innovation is at the heart of the company’s
business. SERTECPET® owns 11 patented
technologies in 31 countries, including advanced
completion tools, enhanced recovery solutions, and
predictive Al software. Its R&D&I department —
focused on research, development, and innovation

-- drives progress with agile methodologies,
experimental testing, and simulation, all within a
culture deeply rooted in continual improvement

Technologies such as Jet Claw® Pump, Jet Pump
MPLT®, and SYAL software have significantly
enhanced industry efficiency, establishing
SERTECPET® as a regional leader in technological
transformation. The company collaborates with
MITei, the University of Edinburgh, and top Latin
American universities, fostering an ecosystem of
innovation that spans disciplines and borders

Aligned with the new energy landscape,
SERTECPET® has diversified into solar, wind,
hydroelectric energy, and smart storage systems. In
mining, the company operates under strict safety
and sustainability standards, offering integrated,
responsible solutions.

“Our commitment to sustainable development
and the well-being of the communities where we
operate is fundamental,” says Eduardo Lépez
Robayo. “We aim to lead the new global energy
model with cutting-edge technology and highly
qualified talent.”

This vision is driven by a consistent corporate
social responsibility strategy. Education, inclusion,
and entrepreneurship programs have benefited
thousands, promoting science in rural areas and
supporting women'’s leadership. Its next major
goal is launching an International Center for
Technological Innovation focused on energy and
environmental solutions, with a net-zero emissions
goal by 2050, in line with COP26.

SERTECPET® is an example of a Latin American
company with a global vision. Conceived in
Ecuador, it thinks, acts, and innovates for the
world. The company’s impact extends beyond
economics— standing, more broadly, for ethics,
transformation, and purpose-driven energy

SERTECPET®: Technology with Purpose. Energy
with Values. A Future with Identity.
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N THEIR 1980 SONG OF THE SAME NAME, THE

J. Geils Band sang, “Love stinks,” and boy, they

weren't kidding. In love, there are no guarantees.

Infidelity, free-floating resentment, mutual loathing,
garden-variety boredom: sometimes it seems there are more
forces to drive couples apart than to hold them together. No
wonder the romantic comedy, in which meant-to-be love-
birds find their way to a happy ending, is one of our most
cherished genres. Sometimes, though, it feels good to look
the beast of love-gone-wrong directly in the eye.

A recent spate of darkly glittering comedies give us the
opportunity to do just that. Forget the summer of love; this
has been the summer of our grumbling discontent. Wel-
come to the age of the anti-romantic comedy. In writer-
director Michael Shanks’ horror-comedy Together, a co-
dependent couple falls prey to a mystical force that literally
glues them together. Michael Angelo Covino’s Splitsville—
which bills itself as “An Unromantic Comedy”—turns the
idea of open marriage into a cracked slapstick symphony.
Oh, Hi!, co-written and directed by Sophie Brooks, riffs
on the idea of women who want too much too fast, and
the men turned off by it. And Jay Roach’s black comedy
The Roses, which traces the slow decline of a once in-love
couple, may not so much make you laugh as cackle with
bitter recognition—or maybe a shudder.

What, exactly, has brought us to this moment? These
are all sideways romances for an uncertain time. Just four
years ago, it seemed unthinkable that we’d find ourselves
in an era when women’s reproductive rights are being cur-
tailed and controlled, when some men seem to believe that
women’s ascendance in the workplace is a direct affront to
their masculinity, when transgender people who are simply
trying to live their lives are facing hostility that threatens
their very right to exist. There’s evidence that Gen Z is hav-
ing less sex than their forebears—and no wonder, when the
state of togetherness is such a mess. Yet we’re still trying
to get together, to commit forever, to start families. Maybe
these movies—as well as a TV show like Lena Dunham’s
comic misadventure Too Much—seek to grant us some re-
lief from the pursuit of romantic perfection. Finding love
has never been an enterprise for the faint of heart.

SOMETIMES IT’S EVEN HORRIFIC. In Together, Alison
Brie and Dave Franco—who are married in real life—play
Millie and Tim, a longtime couple who have just left the
city for a new, but also more isolating, life in the country.
Millie is a teacher, and she’s the impetus for the move, hav-
ing accepted a new and better job at a small school. Tim,
meanwhile, might not call himself a failed musician, but
that’s exactly what he is. When Millie puts him on the spot
by publicly proposing to him at their going-away party, he
stumbles before half-heartedly assenting. Something is
keeping him from conjoining his life with Millie’s, though
that doesn’t mean he doesn’t love her. These two have been
together so long that they’re fully in tune with each other’s
rhythms. Is that boredom or love—or a little of both?
Together is a squishy-gross body-horror comedy about
the ways longtime couples sometimes meld sensibilities
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Lerman and
Gordon get
their wires
crossed in
Oh, Hi!

so completely that one partner or
the other may feel subsumed by the
whole. But what happens when one
half of a couple comes to feel incom-
plete? That’s the idea Roach and
screenwriter Tony McNamara explore
in The Roses (adapted from Warren
Adler’s 1981 novel, previously filmed
in 1989 with Michael Douglas and
Kathleen Turner). Olivia Colman and
Benedict Cumberbatch play the seem-
ingly perfectly matched Ivy and Theo.
She’s an unambitious chef; he’s an ar-
chitect and the family’s main bread-
winner. Then Ivy’s career skyrockets,
while Theo’s literally collapses. As the
cracks in their partnership deepen,
each begins to see qualities in the
other—ugly ones—that had previously
remained hidden. They fight viciously,
and their hostilities only escalate as
they begin divorce proceedings. We
start out loving these characters, to-
gether and separately; by the end,
we're left watching their over-the-top
discord with horrified fascination.
Cumberbatch and Colman make us
believe in this couple’s bond: at one
point after their troubles begin, they
leave a marriage counselor’s office
howling with laughter, having cracked
each other up with the creativity and
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Joined at the hip:
Brie and Franco in
Together
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Stalter barrels toward
romantic misadventure
in Too Much

excessive vitriol of their respective
complaints. The appalled therapist
doesn’t find their situation so funny,
but she’s outside their loop of inti-
macy; they’re in cahoots, so keyed in
to one another that they enjoy each
other’s company over anyone else’s.
They draw us in too: you might find
yourself hoping against hope they can
pull themselves together.

SPLITSVILLE COMES AT the terri-
tory of squabbling spouses from an-
other angle. Kyle Marvin plays Carey,
a sweet if somewhat dull guy who’s
shocked and hurt when his wife of
14 months, Adria Arjona’s sexy-glam
life coach Ashley, announces that she
wants a divorce. Seeking solace, Carey
runs to his friends, Dakota Johnson’s
Julie and Covino’s Paul, though they
aren’t much help. They think that he’s
overreacting, that he’s merely provin-
cial. They tell him they’re in an open
marriage, suggesting that he should be
a little more freethinking himself.
Julie and Paul may think they’re
cool about everything—until Carey
and Julie sleep together once, in se-
cret. Paul finds out and blows his top.
For many couples, infidelity is a non-
negotiable breach of trust, never to

be forgiven. But Covino’s movie, co-
written with Marvin, mines the situ-
ation, and the chain of crazy events it
ignites, for its inherent comedy. The
movie falls apart in the wrap-up, but
it’s trying to get at some complex and
engaging ideas, chief among them that
spiritual loyalty may matter just as
much as, or more than, sexual fidelity.

But how do people ever get to-
gether in the first place? And what
happens when signals get crossed
early on? Oh, Hi! may be the most dar-
ing of all these movies, and the fun-
niest, albeit in sometimes deeply un-
comfortable ways. Molly Gordon’s
Iris and Logan Lerman’s Isaac haven’t
been dating for long, but every-
thing seems to be going swimmingly;
they’re taking their first road trip to-
gether, an escape to a beautiful rented
house in the country. Upon arrival,
they immediately have hot sex. Then
Isaac makes them a fabulous dinner.
More hot sex will follow. But during a
moment in which Isaac is, for reasons
that shouldn’t be given away, particu-
larly vulnerable, Iris blurts out how
confident she feels about the future
of their relationship. That’s how she
learns that Isaac doesn’t consider their
“thing” a relationship at all. He thinks
they’re just having fun.

Iris, who'd previously seemed
mostly sweet, goofy, and crazy in the
fun way, suddenly comes off as crazy
in the not-so-fun way, certainly in
Isaac’s eyes. He’d merely told her the
truth, but in doing so, he’d crushed
her expectations. As he tries to explain
himself, her reaction becomes more
extreme. Their romantic weekend be-
comes an outright hostage situation,
played for laughs. Even French toast
becomes a kind of weapon.

Brooks and Gordon, who co-wrote
the script together, are having a good
laugh at the way women can go off the
rails when their expectations aren’t

Sometimes a dose
of bitterly funny
reality makes you
feel less alone

met. They’re also sympathetic to

the nature of romantic dreams—we
can’t help hoping for a happily-ever-
after, even when we know better. But
Oh, Hi! is also attuned to the way the
guy is almost always framed as the vil-
lain when a relationship doesn’t work
out, even if he’s just made a clueless
mistake. Women are supposed to be
more sensitive, more caring, maybe
even smarter than men. That doesn’t
mean we can never be wrong.

Oh, Hi! is outlandishly funny, but
it’s ultimately an unsentimental film.
If we convince ourselves that our
own feelings are king, are we making
enough room for the feelings of oth-
ers? The reality, one that these not-
so-romantic comedies reflect, is that
most humans don’t really fall in love—
we stumble into it. Maybe that’s why
audiences have responded so strongly,
both pro and con, to Lena Dunham’s
Netflix series Too Much, the follow-
up to her acclaimed show Girls, which
ended up, accurately or not, defin-
ing a generation. In Too Much, Megan
Stalter plays an outgoing but awkward
30-ish TV producer who’s transferred
from New York to London. There she
meets a not-so-charming (at least at
first) musician, Felix, played by Will
Sharpe, and the two embark on a
bumpy relationship.

Too Much is by turns endearing
and exasperating, a lot like clumsy
sex. Some may consider it a corrective
to the more sugary Emily in Paris. No
matter what, the new anti-romantic
comedies do require some patience.
And aren’t our real-life romantic
complications bewildering enough?
Please, just give us the fantasy!

Sometimes, though, a dose of bit-
terly funny reality makes you feel
less alone. Occasionally seized with
the impulse to murder your partner,
whom you genuinely love with all your
heart? Join the club. So intent on ro-
mantic bliss that you act a little crazy
when your crush rejects you? Jump on
the bandwagon. The only people who
can know the truth of a union are the
people inside it, but now and then it’s
fun to be a tourist in someone else’s
problems. And best of all, once the
lights come up, you're free to leave—
no legal documents required. O
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Two good men confront
the Task of forgiveness

BY JUDY BERMAN

CRIME DRAMAS, IN OUR DISTRACTED TIMES, TEND TO
front-load said crimes. More often than not, there’s a mur-
der within the first five minutes. This is only one of the
genre’s many implicit rules that HBO’s Task breaks. The
series from Mare of Easttown creator Brad Ingelsby opens
with a montage of quotidian scenes from the lives of two
men. Weary Tom Brandis (Mark Ruffalo) folds his hands
in prayer, dunks his face in a sink full of ice water, downs
Advil while driving. Rugged Robbie Prendergrast (Tom
Pelphrey) carries his sleeping son to bed, pours himself a
tall mug of coffee, perks up at a radio ad for a dating app.
These tender parallel portraits introduce the characters
whose analogous circumstances and divergent choices are,
more than any murder or mystery, the show’s central sub-
ject. Like Mare, but slightly more elegant in its plotting,
Task uses the detective-story format and the specificity of
its rural Pennsylvania setting to explore elemental human
problems. Whereas the former revealed the many ways in
which the responsibility for keeping families and commu-
nities together falls on women (an observation that informs
the new series as well), Ingelsby’s latest makes an astute

study of guilt, revenge, and forgiveness.

Task’s dual protagonists fall on opposite sides of the
law. Still hurting a year after his wife left him and their two
kids, Robbie works in sanitation with his best friend, Cliff
(Ratl Castillo). Recently, they’ve been meeting up at night
with a third friend to rob trap houses. The men disguise
themselves from targets who might recognize them, mostly

80 TIME September 8, 2025

Task
subverts
expectations
without
sanctimony

v
Ruffalo plays an
FBI agent in an
impossible situation

members of a biker gang called the
Dark Hearts, with Halloween masks;
they brandish guns but avoid violence.
As far as felonies go, the bloodless
armed robbery of drug dealers ranks
low on the moral-outrage scale—until
avictim catches a glimpse of one as-
sailant’s face. Then, suddenly, Robbie
and his boys are murderers.

An FBI veteran on career-fair re-
cruitment duty in the wake of his
wife’s death, Tom is tapped to head a
task force investigating these crimes.
(Hence the show’s bland title.) His
staff, culled from a hodgepodge of
local law-enforcement groups, is
green. While Anthony (Fabien Fran-
kel) chats amiably, Aleah (The Under-
ground Railroad star Thuso Mbedu,
who should really be getting more
of this kind of work) is all business.
Lizzie (Alison Oliver), a young divor-
cée, just seems like a mess. Meanwhile,
Tom’s adopted son, Ethan (Andrew
Russel), is in jail awaiting trial; Tom
and his teenage daughter, Ethan’s bio-
logical sister Emily (Silvia Dionicio),
must decide whether to support him
in court despite the unimaginable pain
he has caused their family.

While the similarities between
Tom’s and Robbie’s lives pile up as
the series progresses, the most crucial
connections are immediately appar-
ent. Both men are fathers who love
their children fiercely but have come
somewhat unmoored since losing
their wives. (In lieu of criminal activ-
ity, Tom drinks too much.) In defiance
of their respective tough-guy roles,
both are also preternaturally gentle,
thoughtful, vulnerable. That their
contradictions cohere into believ-
able personalities is a credit to Ruffalo
and especially Pelphrey, whose plain-
tive delivery of lines like “I need a life
companion” could shatter your heart.

THERE ARE MOMENTS when Task be-
labors the comparison between its two
leads, though never to the extent that
Ingelsby’s ruminations derail a story
that only works so well thanks to its
richly shaded characters. This is not

a tale of good guys vs. bad guys. Vil-
lains emerge, to be sure. But the real,
rarer and less predictable conflicts

are the internal struggles of people
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whose laudable intentions bump up
against desperate situations. This
liberates the show from the crime-
investigation-arrest plot arc typical

of this genre without robbing it of
suspense. Episodes are propelled, in-
stead, by rising tensions around the
impossible choices characters must
make. It’s easy to do the right thing TELEVISION
until someone wrongs you. How does
a good person respond when someone
hurts the people they love?

It’s refreshing that in a series so
concerned with masculine burdens
and bonds between men, many of
these multilayered characters are fe-
male. As in Mare, young women are
forced, often by the actions of the
men in their lives, to grow up early.
Robbie has moved into the home of
his late brother, whose 21-year-old
daughter, Maeve (Emilia Jones, excel-
lent), would leave town in a second
if the family could survive without
the domestic labor she exhaustedly
performs. Emily is torn between the
gratitude she feels compelled to show
Tom for taking her in and loyalty to
Ethan. There’s more to Lizzie and
Aleah than is initially apparent (al-
though I would have liked to see Task
go a bit deeper into Aleah’s life out-
side work).

Task subverts expectations without
sanctimony. It acknowledges that vio-
lent criminals can have kind hearts,
that law-enforcement leaders can
be as corrupt as biker-gang bosses,
and that sometimes when something
tragic happens, punishing the person
who’s nominally responsible doesn’t
always constitute justice. In a sub-
tly radical statement, at a time when
many Americans instinctively sort
strangers into political categories, it
refuses to stereotype characters based
on their tribe. Tom is a former priest
as well as an FBI agent, but he’s no
saint; it would be boring if he were.
The show’s emphasis on forgive-
ness, rather than justice as defined by
a flawed legal system, follows from
Tom’s faith as well as from the grace
it gives to each character. Even if they
can’t avoid the consequences of their
worst decisions, they can work to en-
sure that they aren’t ultimately de-
fined by them. O
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8 QUESTIONS

Laufey The Grammy-winning, genre-blending musician
on pushing herself creatively, making her latest album,
and confiding in Norah Jones

You’ve said that the songs on your
new album, A Matter of Time, came
right from your diary. What made
you want to get so personal? I had
the confidence to. I also fell in love
for the first time, so it’s an album
about that, and the self-discovery

There is a lot of
talk about how
exactly to label

that comes with it. The whole goal your music: jazz
of the album is to illustrate the con-

trast between this glasslike beauty or pop. Does
and chaos that I feel within myself that ever get

so often; that I am needing to pres- L, )

ent myself in a very pristine way, but annoylng ¢

I'm fighting some sort of chaos on the
inside because I'm not letting it out.
With this album, I really just wanted
toletit all out.

Was that the inspiration for the
cacophonous instrumentals on
“Sabotage,” the last song on the
record? “Sabotage” is where the
album title comes from, and it’s kind
of the thesis. It’s about the fight be-
tween your external and your inter-
nal. It’s about the fear of sabotaging
something beautiful and of another
person finding out your true nature.
So with those [instrumental] distur-
bances, I wanted to interpret anxiety
and the noise in your head that kind
of blurs everything out.

“Forget-Me-Not” is a love letter to
Iceland, where you’re from. What
does that song mean to you? It’s
about trying to balance two cultures,
and the fear of losing the one you
moved away from. It’s something
that really plagues me all the time.
Am I Icelandic enough, now that I've
lived away from Iceland for seven
years? So I wanted to tell Iceland,
“Sorry I had to leave to go chase

my dreams,” and I wanted to hide

it within a love letter because, in
some ways, it sounds like I'm singing
about a person. There’s something
beautiful about that to me because it
kind of does feel like a long-distance
relationship.
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On “Snow White,” you sing about
the unfair beauty standards
women are often held to. Why was
it important for that song to make
it onto the album? I wrote it out

of frustration for not being able to
reach or achieve these standards that
are set for women that tour arenas or
walk red carpets. Striving for perfec-
tion is a dark, endless road because
the goalposts keep moving.

I think even women who aren’t in
the industry can relate, right? We
all have these impossible standards
thrust upon us, and we all have those
moments where we feel like the way
we look is way more important than
how we speak. I thought so much
about putting this song out—because
I’'m aware of my position as a role
model, and I'm aware of my words
being listened to by young women—
but I realized that sometimes feel-
ing seen or relating to someone is the
best feeling.

Who do you talk to when you want
to feel seen? I love dumping my
problems on Norah Jones. I don’t
know what it is, I think her voice is
just so comforting. Clairo is incred-
ible; Ilove talking to her. Olivia
Rodrigo—she’s just so balanced and
beautiful and kind. Conan Gray, as
well. Anytime I need to get anything
out of my system, Conan is the first
person I call.

A Matter of Time is your third
album. How do you think you grew
as an artist with this project? Lyri-
cally, I really let myself be incredibly
honest and not think too much about
how it was going to be perceived

by the world. I really tried to create
something unique. I didn’t think too
much about what box the album was
going to fit into. I didn’t want to be
held back, so I kind of just let myself
be free. —ERIN MCMULLEN
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A Fifty Fathoms is for eternity.

Launched in 1953, the Fifty Fathoms is the first
modern diver's watch. Created by a diver and
chosen by pioneers, it played a vital role in the
development of scuba diving. It is the catalyst
of our commitment to ocean conservation.



