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Just weeks before President Volodymyr
Zelensky of Ukraine visited the city of
Bakhmut in December, a soldier with
the military call sign “Bear” stared out
from the window of a ruined sixth-floor
apartment overlooking the city’s east-
ern reaches. I quietly stood next to him.
The battle below played out in muted fe-
rocity.

Rockets lit the sky. A tank burned in
the distance. To the south, Russian in-
cendiary munitions floated downward,
the thin arc of white flames igniting
small fires on the ground but little else.
There was nothing left to burn, the area
already shelled to what seemed like
oblivion.

“Bakhmut,” I wrote in my journal, “is
in rough shape.”

That was one long night of hundreds,
as Bakhmut became the focal point of
some of the fiercest fighting of the war
— the object of acute desire for Russia
and of a tenacious defense by Ukraine.

And now, the city of Bakhmut appears
to have fallen to the Russians after 10
months, leaving thousands of soldiers
wounded or killed, and a lingering ques-
tion: How did a nondescript city the
world had never heard of become the
place where both sides decided to fight
to the end, no matter the cost?

“Seems all the vultures are here,” one
soldier messaged me as throngs of jour-
nalists showed up when the city seemed
on the brink of falling in March. “Where
were you before it got this dire?”

A war’s trajectory is unknowable.
Combatants, political winds and mili-
tary strategy have an equal say in the
battles fought and the violence that fol-
lows.

Bakhmut, a former Cossack outpost
that was a salt-mining town at the war’s
outset, happened to be where two ar-
mies collided. Pride, defiance and sheer
stubbornness quickly gave the city out-
size importance.

Falluja, in Iraq, was unknown to much

of the world until the United States tried
to stamp out a growing insurgency in
2004. There were two separate battles
for the city, one lasting three weeks, the
second six. They were intense but much

smaller in scale than Bakhmut’s de-
struction and loss.

Gettysburg was a rolling landscape of
hills and fields typical of southern Penn-
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Pinned in a dreadful spotlight
BAKHMUT DISPATCH
BAKHMUT, UKRAINE

BY THOMAS GIBBONS-NEFF

Why Bakhmut has become
such a critical flashpoint is 
a question as old as war

A soldier with the call sign “Bear,” right, looking out at Bakhmut, Ukraine, in December.

For as long as she can remember, the
stand-up comic Carolyn Bergier has
had a recurring nightmare where she’s
onstage, partly nude. It’s scary, and
then she wakes up.

The difference this time is that she is
entirely naked — and this is no dream.
It’s real life, or at least as close as you
can get in a Brooklyn basement. Last
month, Bergier, the kind of person who
changes in the locker room as quickly
and discreetly as possible, walked
onstage with no clothes on, looked out
at a sold-out crowd of 75 people, a red
neon sign behind them showing two
rabbits having sex, and realized she 
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When comics face the naked truth

“This is the most vulnerable you can be,” the comic Carolyn Bergier said. “That’s what
drew me in.” The first night of “The Naked Comedy Show” sold out 10 days in advance.
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ON COMEDY

They’re doing stand-up
while nude. So where do
they keep their notes?

BY JASON ZINOMAN

The New York Times publishes opinion
from a wide range of perspectives in
hopes of promoting constructive debate
about consequential questions.

President Biden and his allies spent
much of the Group of 7 summit in Hiro-
shima, Japan, announcing new arms
packages for Ukraine, including a path-
way to providing F-16 fighter planes.
They spent hours discussing strategy
with Ukraine’s president, Volodymyr
Zelensky, for the next phase of a hot war
started by Russia.

So it was easy to miss Mr. Biden’s pre-
diction on Sunday of a coming “thaw” in
relations with Beijing, as both sides
move beyond what he called the “silly”
Chinese act of sending a giant surveil-
lance balloon over the United States,
only the most recent in a series of inci-
dents that have fueled what seems like a
descent toward confrontation.

It is far too early to say whether the
president’s optimism is based on the
quiet signals he has received in behind-
the-scenes meetings with the Chinese
government in recent weeks.

Mr. Biden’s own aides see a struggle
underway in China between factions
that want to restart the economic rela-
tionship with the United States and a far
more powerful group that aligns with
President Xi Jinping’s emphasis on na-
tional security over economic growth.
As this past weekend showed, China is
enormously sensitive to any suggestion
that the West is organizing a challenge
to Beijing’s growing influence and
power.

So if Mr. Biden is right, it may take a
while for the ice to melt.

Facing a new, unified set of principles
from the major Western allies and Japan
on how to protect their supply chains
and their key technology from Beijing —
contained in the meeting’s final commu-
niqué — China erupted in outrage.

Beijing denounced what it portrayed
as a cabal seeking to isolate and weaken
Chinese power. The Japanese ambassa-
dor to Beijing was called in for a reaming
out, and China moved to ban products
from Micron Technology, an American
chip maker, on the grounds that its prod-
ucts posed a security risk to the Chinese
public. It seemed like exactly the kind of
“economic coercion” the world leaders
had just vowed to resist.

Mr. Biden often says he has no desire
to see a new Cold War begin with China.
And he points out that the economic in-
terdependencies between Beijing and
the West are so complex that the dy-
namic between the two countries is en-
tirely different from what it was when he
was delving into foreign policy for the
first time as a newly elected senator, 50
years ago.
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Biden sees
a ‘thaw’ in
relations
with Beijing
NEWS ANALYSIS
HIROSHIMA, JAPAN

BY PETER BAKER
AND DAVID E. SANGER

U.S. seeks to melt the ice, 
even as G7 allies take steps 
to curb China’s influence

In the movies, you can tell the best
hackers by how they type. The faster
they punch the keys, the more danger-
ous they are. Hacking is portrayed as a
highly technical feat, a quintessentially
technological phenomenon.

This impression of high-tech wizard-
ry pervades not just our popular culture
but also our real-world attempts to
combat cybercrime. If cybercrime is a
sophisticated high-tech feat, we as-
sume, the solution must be too. Cyber-
security companies hype proprietary

tools like “next gen-
eration” firewalls,
anti-malware soft-
ware and intrusion-
detection systems.
Policy experts like
John Ratcliffe, a
former director of
national intelligence,
urge us to invest

public resources in a hugely expensive
“cyber Manhattan Project” that will
supercharge our digital capabilities.

But this whole concept is misguided.
The principles of computer science
dictate that there are hard, inherent
limits to how much technology can help.
Yes, it can make hacking harder, but it
cannot possibly, even in theory, stop it.
What’s more, the history of hacking
shows that the vulnerabilities hackers
exploit are as often human as technical
— not only the cognitive quirks discov-
ered by behavioral economists but also
old-fashioned vices like greed and sloth.

To be sure, you should enable two-
factor authentication and install those
software updates that you’ve been
putting off. But many of the threats we
face are rooted in the nature of human
and group behavior. The solutions will
need to be social too — job creation
programs, software liability reform,
cryptocurrency regulation and the like.

For the past four years, I have taught 

Teaching
the fine art
of hacking
Scott J. Shapiro

OPINION

Technology
alone is not
enough to
solve the
problems
we face.
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Devastation Drone footage taken by The New York Times captured the scorched buildings, destroyed schools and cratered parks that now define the city of Bakhmut. Signs of life were the exception. PAGE 4
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