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Rebels from Ethiopia’s north­
ern Tigray region captured two
strategic towns and were
poised to march on Addis
Ababa, the capital. An allied
rebel force, claiming to repre­
sent the Oromos, Ethiopia’s
biggest ethnic group, said it
had cut roads to Addis Ababa
from the south. Abiy Ahmed,
Ethiopia’s prime minister,
declared a state of emergency
and said Ethiopia would defeat
the rebels with “the bones and
blood of her children”.
Tigrayans in the capital were
rounded up and detained. 

The African National Congress,
which has ruled South Africa
since the end of apartheid in
1994, suff�ered its biggest­ever
electoral defeat, falling below
50% in a nationwide ballot for
the fi�rst time. The elections
were local ones, which typical­
ly produce a lower turnout of
anc supporters. But they
suggest that the party may
struggle to gain a majority at a
general election in 2024.

America, Britain, Saudi Arabia
and the United Arab Emirates
called on the leaders of a mil­
itary coup in Sudan to rein­
state a civilian­led transitional
government. The last two were
a surprise: the coup leader,
Abdel Fattah al­Burhan, was
thought to have had the back­
ing of Arab allies, including
the uae.

The Knesset in Israel narrowly
approved the government’s
budget for 2021, a big victory
for the new prime minister,
Naftali Bennett. Had it failed,
yet another general election
would have been called. 

Talks between Iran and six
world powers, aimed at resur­
recting the nuclear deal that

Iran signed in 2015, will re­
sume later this month. The
discussions were put on hold
in June after the election of
Iran’s new hardline president,
Ebrahim Raisi. America, which
walked away from the deal
under Donald Trump in 2018,
will take part.

At least nine people were killed
by a car bomb near the airport
in Aden, Yemen’s temporary
capital, the deadliest attack in
the city since December. No
one claimed responsibility. A
day later dozens of people
were killed or wounded in the
province of Marib when
missiles launched by the rebel
Houthi movement hit a
religious school and mosque,
said the government.

Talking hot air
The un Conference on
Climate Change, or cop26,
began in Glasgow. Govern­
ments pledged to reduce meth­
ane emissions and end defor­
estation by 2030. Vladimir
Putin and Xi Jinping did not
attend, but the Chinese presi­
dent wrote to urge more sup­
port for developing countries.
Some leaders were mocked for
their travel arrangements. Joe
Biden’s motorcade consisted of
20 vehicles. Boris Johnson fl�ew
back to London on a private
plane. A spokesman said the
aircraft was carbon­effi�cient. 

Narendra Modi, India’s prime
minister, said his country
aimed to reach net­zero emis­
sions by 2070. Many rich coun­
tries have committed to reach­
ing net zero by 2050. India,
which still relies heavily on
coal, would fi�nd that much
harder. 

As world leaders debated net
zero, Britain and France called
a temporary truce in a furious
row over the economically
insignifi�cant question of
fi�shing rights in the English
Channel. France had seized a
British vessel after French
fi�sherfolk complained that
post­Brexit Britain was being
slow to issue them with licenc­
es. The mackerel  mêlée is
certain to resume.

Opposition leaders in
Nicaragua (at least, those who
have not fl�ed abroad) called on
voters to boycott a presidential
election on November 7th.
Daniel Ortega, the autocratic
president, is set to win another
term after locking up plausible
opponents. The eu called the
election “fake”.

A judge in Florida dismissed
most of the charges of money­
laundering against Alex Saab, a
Colombian who is an ally of
Nicolás Maduro, Venezuela’s
dictator. Mr Saab, who was
extradited to the United States,
denies all the charges. 

A Chinese tennis star, Peng
Shuai, posted a message on
social media accusing a former
deputy prime minister, Zhang
Gaoli, of assaulting her sexu­
ally. Censors quickly moved to
suppress online discussion of
the case. 

Yahoo became the latest Amer­
ican technology fi�rm to with­
draw from China. It cited an
“increasingly challenging
business and legal environ­
ment” there. Microsoft’s
LinkedIn has ended its services
in China for similar reasons. 

How low can it go for Joe?
A Republican won the go­
vernor’s race in Virginia, an
offi�ce Democrats have held for
the past eight years. Glenn
Youngkin, a former private­
equity executive, won over
several exurbs that had enthu­
siastically plumped for Joe
Biden last year. Some swing
voters were irked that Mr
Youngkin’s opponent had
suggested that parents should
have no say in what their
children are taught in school.
Democrats narrowly held on to
the governorship in New
Jersey, a party stronghold.

In Minneapolis a ballot mea­
sure to replace the police force
with a Department of Public
Safety was easily defeated. The
proposal, in a city still trauma­
tised by the murder of George
Floyd, would have required the
city to treat crime as a public­
health problem.

Weekly confirmed cases by area, m

To 6am GMT November 4th 2021

Estimated global excess deaths, m
With 95% confidence interval

Sources: Johns Hopkins University CSSE; 
Our World in Data; UN; World Bank;
The Economist ’s excess-deaths model
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Islamic State Khorasan Prov­
ince killed at least 20 people
at a military hospital in Kabul,
Afghanistan’s capital. The
group has also attacked
mosques, mostly targeting
minority Shia Muslims, since
the Taliban takeover in
August. 

The World Health Organisa­
tion approved for emergency
use India’s indigenous
vaccine against covid­19,
known as Covaxin. Approval
of the drug is expected to
boost inoculations across the
poor world. 

Thailand opened its borders
to fully vaccinated visitors
from more than 60 countries,
as it tries to revive its bat­
tered, tourism­dependent
economy. Strict curbs on
serving booze in bars and
restaurants remain, however. 

Tonga recorded its fi�rst­ever
case of covid­19, hurling the
Pacifi�c nation into a week­
long lockdown. The virus was
transmitted by a vaccinated
traveller from New Zealand.
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The Federal Reserve said it
would start to taper its bond­
buying programme this month
at a pace that suggests it will
end entirely next June. The
central bank introduced the
scheme at the start of the
pandemic, but it is now more
concerned about the prospect
of enduring infl�ation. 

Christine Lagarde once again
tried to play down market
expectations of an interest­
rate rise in the euro zone next
year. The president of the
European Central Bank reiter­
ated her view that, although
consumer prices have risen
fast, the outlook for infl�ation
remains subdued. 

The euro zone’s economy
grew by 3.7% in the third quar­
ter, year on year (America’s
gdp expanded by 4.9% on the
same basis). Annual infl�ation
in the currency bloc soared to
4.1% in October, a 13­year high,
driven by higher energy prices.

Hit by an energy crunch, Euro-
pean gas prices yo­yoed amid
confl�icting news from Russia,
which supplies around two­
fi�fths of the eu’s imported gas.
Gazprom appeared to be
following an order from Vladi­
mir Putin to start storing gas
for Europe, after it had replen­
ished its stocks for Russia. But
the state­owned company
again declined to book the
necessary pipeline capacity to
transport the gas. 

Microsoft overtook Apple to
become America’s most
valuable company, reaching a
market capitalisation above
$2.5trn, after Apple’s quarterly
earnings disappointed
investors. Tesla’s share price
wobbled when Elon Musk said
the company had not yet
signed an agreement to sell
100,000 electric cars to Hertz.
The recent announcement of
the deal had pushed Tesla’s
market value to over $1trn. 

Credit Suisse announced a big
restructuring following the
hefty losses it incurred
through its exposure to Arche­
gos Capital Management,
which collapsed in spectacular

fashion earlier this year. The
Swiss bank is to all but close its
prime brokerage business,
which provided fi�nancing to
hedge funds, and will refocus
on wealth management.

Jes Staley stepped down as
chief executive of Barclays, as
British regulators were report­
edly ready to question whether
he had fully disclosed his links
to Jeff�rey Epstein. Epstein took
his own life in 2019 after he
was charged with sex traffi�ck­
ing under­age girls. Mr Staley
wants to contest the regula­
tors’ conclusion, which the
board thinks would make his
job impossible. Barclays noted
that the investigation “makes
no fi�ndings that Mr Staley saw,
or was aware of, any of Mr
Epstein’s alleged crimes”.

Steely plan
America and the European
Union resolved a trade spat
over steel and aluminium.
Donald Trump introduced
tariff�s on European steel in
2018 under the guise of pro­
tecting America’s national
security; the Biden administra­
tion will now accept European
imports under a quota system.
In return the eu will not im­
pose retaliatory tariff�s on a
wide range of American goods.
Both sides are working on

arrangements to produce
sustainable steel in order to
curb what Joe Biden described
as “dirty steel” from China. 

Facebook changed its name to
Meta, a rebranding that high­
lights the company’s other
social­media apps, Instagram
and WhatsApp, and downplays
the Facebook name. One of the
new parent company’s fi�rst
decisions was to cease facial
recognition on Facebook’s
photos and videos because of
the regulatory uncertainty
surrounding the technology,
though it is to retain the
algorithm behind it. 

Dell completed its spin off� of
VMware into a separate soft­
ware company, a business it
acquired in its merger with
emc in 2016. When the spin­off�
was announced in April,
Michael Dell, the eponymous
founder of the computer com­
pany, said that although rev­

enues from VMware were
robust, “the market does not
appear to appreciate a hard­
ware software combination.” 

Kakao Pay’s ipo in Seoul was a
roaring success. South Korea’s
biggest provider of mobile­
payment services is backed by
Ant Group, a Chinese fi�ntech
company founded by Jack Ma.
It had to delay its stockmarket
listing by two months when
South Korean regulators,
fearful of a bubble, started
scrutinising the ipo valuations
of tech fi�rms.  

A page-turner
America’s Justice Department
launched a lawsuit to stop
Penguin Random House’s
proposed acquisition of
Simon & Schuster on antitrust
grounds. The suit claims that a
merger would give Penguin
control of nearly half the mar­
ket for publishing rights for
bestselling books. 

On the same day that the cop26
summit started in Glasgow,
Saudi Aramco reported quar­
terly net income of $30.4bn, its
biggest three­month profi�t
since its ipo in 2019. bp,
Chevron and ExxonMobil also
reported solid earnings, as the
oil majors reaped the benefi�ts
of resurgent oil prices. 
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Two of the better books on the job invented for George Wash­

ington share a title: “The Impossible Presidency”. Even the

most capable presidents are doomed to fail, writes Jeremi Suri in

the  more  recent  of  them:  “Limiting  the  failure  and  achieving

some good along the way—that is the best we can expect.”

Even  by  these  gloomy  standards,  Joe  Biden  is  foundering.

Having  received  more  votes  than  any  candidate  in  history,  he

has  seen  his  approval  ratings  collapse.  At  this  point  in  a  fi�rst

term only Donald Trump was more unpopular. The Democrats

have just lost the three top statewide offi�ces in Virginia, which

Mr Biden won by ten percentage points a year ago (see United

States section). This augurs poorly for next year’s mid­terms: his

party will probably lose its congressional majorities.

Democrats in Congress are riven by factional bickering. Earli­

er this year they passed a big stimulus, but the rest of Mr Biden’s

agenda—a $1trn bipartisan infrastructure package and a social­

spending bill worth about $1.7trn over ten years—has stalled. If

passed, the legislation will almost certainly include more mon­

ey for infrastructure, a poverty­cutting child tax credit, funding

for pre­school, a reduction in the cost of prescription drugs and

a clean­energy  tax credit which will encourage private  invest­

ment in new generating capacity. This spending is likely to be

funded by harmful tax changes, but voters may not care.

Indeed,  their spirits may lift next year. Co­

vid­19 cases have fallen by half since September.

If  unemployment  drops  further,  supply­chain

blockages ease and infl�ation ebbs, life will get

easier  for  those  who  feel  that  the  odds  are

against  them (see Briefi�ng). Yet,  for Mr Biden,

that is where the good news ends.

Some of his problems are inbuilt. American

politics is subject to patterns more like the laws

of physics than the chances of horse­racing. One is that the pres­

ident’s party loses seats in the mid­terms. Democrats have only a

four­seat cushion in the House of Representatives, so their ma­

jority is probably doomed. Whatever Mr Biden does, the legisla­

tive phase of his presidency is therefore likely to give way to the

regulatory phase. Yet, with a conservative majority on the Su­

preme Court, he will fi�nd his room to remake the country with

his pen and phone curtailed.

Beyond next year, the Democrats’ prospects are even bleaker.

Their  unpopularity  with  non­college­educated  whites  costs

them large tracts of the country outside cities and suburbs. To

win the electoral college, the House of Representatives and the

Senate they need a greater share of the raw vote than any party in

history. Winning under these conditions, while simultaneously

repairing national institutions and making progress on Ameri­

ca’s problems, from public health to climate to social mobility, is

a task for a politician of superhuman talents.

Mr Biden is not that guy. He has dealt admirably with perso­

nal misfortune and by most accounts is kind and decent. How­

ever,  there  is  a  reason  why  winning  the  presidency  took  him

more than 30 years of trying. Democratic primary voters picked

him not  for  inspiration, but  largely as a defensive measure to

block the progressives’ champion, Bernie Sanders. 

Mr Biden campaigned on his competence, centrism, experi­

ence in foreign policy and a rejection of nerve­jangling Trump­

ism. But the withdrawal from Afghanistan was a debacle, he has

governed to the left and the culture wars rage as fi�ercely as ever.

The fact that no voters seem to have a clue what is in the infra­

structure and social­spending bills is partly his fault. Child pov­

erty has fallen by a quarter, thanks to legislation passed by Con­

gress on his watch. This would be news even to most Democrats.

The  problem  is  not  just  Mr  Biden,  though.  His  party’s  left­

wing, college­educated activist class consistently assumes that

the electorate holds the same attitudes on race and on the role of

the government as they do. Virginia is the latest example of this

folly. America is a young, diverse country. The median age is un­

der 40 and just 60% of the country identifi�es as white. The elec­

torate is diff�erent. Taking an average of the 2018 and 2014 mid­

terms as a guide, 75% of voters will be white and their median

age next year will be 53. Democrats have a huge lead among the

college­educated. But only 36% of Americans completed four­

year degrees. That is far too small a base, especially as Republi­

cans make inroads with non­white voters.

When  Richard  Nixon  won  in  1972  the  new­left  Democrats

were painted as the party of “acid, amnesty and abortion”. The

new, new left is just as easily caricatured as the party of white

guilt  and  cancel  culture,  of  people  who  say

“birthing person” instead of “mother” and want

to set  the fbi on parents who have the gall  to

criticise teachers. 

These noisy activists, and the small number

of  radicals  they  elect  from  safe  Democratic

seats, make it hard for the party to win in more

moderate areas, even though they do not repre­

sent the majority of the party’s voters. Immigra­

tion activists are camped outside the vice­president’s residence

complaining that Mr Biden has not changed Mr Trump’s border

policies. By contrast, Democratic voters in Minneapolis, where

George Floyd was murdered, have just voted against replacing

the police department with a department of public safety. 

Countering the Republican message that he carries out the

wishes of the radical left will require Mr Biden to be much tough­

er on his party’s fringe. That may mean doing things they hate.

He could campaign to hire more police offi�cers in cities where

the murder rate has spiked (“refund the police”, perhaps), or pick

fi�ghts with the school board in San Francisco, which thinks that

Abraham Lincoln is a symbol of white supremacy.

If Democrats believe that grubby attempts to win power are

beneath them, then they should look at what is happening in the

Republican Party. Glenn Youngkin’s election as governor of Vir­

ginia suggests  that Republicans can win in swing states, even

with Mr Trump as head of the party, by being cheerful, Reaganes­

que culture warriors who know how to throw red meat  to  the

base. In a two­candidate race for the presidency, both nearly al­

ways have a real chance of winning. Mr Biden and his party need

to think hard about what they are prepared to do to limit the risk

of another four years of Mr Trump. Because that is where a failed

Biden presidency could well lead. n�

Democrats face a calamity unless the party can distance itself from the new, new left

One year on
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Global bond markets are wakening from a long slumber. The

Federal  Reserve  this  week  said  it  will  wind down its vast

bond­buying programme. At the same time, bond investors are

reacting to higher infl�ation: across a group of 35 economies, fi�ve­

year  bond  yields  have  risen  by  an  average  of  0.65 percentage

points in the past three months. A shakeout is taking place not

only in emerging markets but also in rich countries such as Aus­

tralia  and  Britain  (see  Finance  &  economics  section). Sudden

moves inevitably spark fears of market turmoil, along the lines

of the “taper tantrum” in 2013. However, the bond shift taking

place today is actually very diff�erent.

Before the pandemic interest rates across the world were low,

refl�ecting  dormant  infl�ation.  When  the  coronavirus struck al­

most two years ago, most central banks prom­

ised to keep their policy rates lower for longer to

help  the  recovery.  Many  also  agreed  to  buy

bonds, reducing their yields.

The main reason for the sudden shift today

is  rising  infl�ation.  Among  the  38  economies

that  are  members  of  the  oecd,  a  club  of  rich

countries,  infl�ation  rose  to  an  uncomfortable

4.6% year on year in September. Soaring energy

and food prices are only part of the story: even if you strip those

out, the fi�gure was 3.2%, the highest in almost two decades. 

For months central banks have said that high infl�ation is a

blip caused by temporary constraints in supply. But the action in

bond markets shows that investors reckon central banks are act­

ing too slowly. Some monetary authorities have already tight­

ened  policy.  Brazil  announced  a 1.5­percentage­point  rate  rise

last  week.  Central  banks  in  Canada  and  Australia  have  aban­

doned forecasts that said rates would stay low. As we write, the

Bank of England is due to decide whether to raise rates. Some

policymakers are standing fi�rm: Christine Lagarde, the boss of

the European Central Bank, has insisted that it is “very unlikely”

to raise interest rates next year. 

The spectre of central banks diverging from markets, and of

consequent swings in market interest rates, will unsettle those

with memories of 2013, when the Fed clumsily revealed its unex­

pected intention to begin scaling back its programme of bond

purchases. The resulting global mini­panic dented growth and

clobbered some emerging economies, particularly those with

big dollar debts.

Yet this is not 2013. One diff�erence is that the shift in bond

markets is more nuanced. The increase so far in nominal fi�ve­

year government­bond yields in America, for example, is less

than half what it was eight years ago. Real bond yields, after ac­

counting for expected infl�ation, are minus 1%, still within spit­

ting distance of record lows. That will support easy conditions

in the real economy. And even as shorter­term

government­bond yields rise, there has been

much less of a move in longer­term bonds.

The other diff�erence today is the absence of

fi�nancial panic. A rising cost of debt can cause

defaults and capital fl�ight. But many emerging

economies  have  healthy  foreign­exchange  re­

serves, making them resilient. Equity markets

show no sign of distress—share prices hit a re­

cord high this week. Shares in banks are up by 28% this year, be­

cause gradually rising interest rates can boost their profi�ts. And

bond markets remain open for business.  In October emerging

markets  outside  China  issued  near­record  levels  of  corporate

and sovereign debt.

No  cause  for  alarm,  then.  Markets  are  betting  that  central

banks need to bring interest­rate rises forward, not that they will

lose control of infl�ation. Still, it is worth bearing in mind the ex­

traordinarily  diffi�cult  task  that  central  banks  face.  During  the

unpredictable tail end of a pandemic, they must try to normalise

ultra­loose monetary policy amid sky­high asset prices, heavy

debt levels and above­target infl�ation. Taper tantrum 2.0 is not

yet under way. But don’t rule out a bigger bond brawl. n�

The message from the newly roused fixed-income markets

Government bonds
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Bond traders stir
Markets and inflation

The facts are damning. Owen Paterson, a former Tory Cab­

inet  minister  now  on  the  backbenches,  was  paid  £9,000

($12,700) a month for consulting work by two companies, one

and a half times his parliamentary salary. And, sure enough, he

earned his keep by lobbying ministers and offi�cials on their be­

half. The commissioner for standards, an independent offi�cer,

concluded that he had brought Parliament into disrepute.

Its cross­party standards committee recommended a 30­day

suspension. But on November 3rd, in a scheme cooked up barely

24  hours  earlier,  Tory  mps  voted,  under  instruction  from  the

government, to sidestep the whole sleazy mess by creating a new

committee to examine the way mps are overseen. Mr Paterson’s

case will thus be reconsidered. It was as if an appellate court had

found a guilty verdict legally correct but unpalatable, and decid­

ed to change the law rather than pass sentence.

Mr Paterson’s defenders argued not on substance but on pro­

cedures, which they said were unfair, even though Parliament

wrote  them  and  could  have  changed  them  at  any  time  in  the

past. Some said he had been treated more harshly because he

was a Conservative and a Brexiteer—the standards committee is

chaired  by  a  (respected)  Labour  mp.  Yet  Mr  Paterson  blatantly

broke the rules. This week’s vote compounded his off�ences by al­

Boris Johnson treats checks and balances with contempt

Are rules for losers?
Government in Britain
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so, shamelessly, bringing Parliament into disrepute.

This tawdry episode adds to a pattern set by the government

of Boris Johnson. Having strode victorious into Downing Street

as one of the architects of Brexit, the prime minister behaves as

if laws are for other people. Lord Frost, the government’s Brexit

negotiator, is demanding that the eu rewrite aspects of the with­

drawal treaty relating to Northern Ireland that Britain signed up

to in a push to get Brexit done (see Charlemagne). In September

2020 Sir Jonathan Jones, the head of the government legal ser­

vice, advised that the government’s plan to override parts of the

Brexit withdrawal deal would break international law. Mr John­

son ignored his advice, so Sir Jonathan felt obliged to resign.

The  prime  minister  is  also  seeking  to  undermine Britain’s

precarious  system  of  checks  and  balances.  When offi�cials re­

sponsible for holding ministers to account have tried to do their

job, they are made to suff�er. Two months after Sir Jonathan quit,

an  independent  adviser  on  the  ministerial  code reported that

Priti Patel, the home secretary, had bullied underlings. When Mr

Johnson said he would ignore that report, too, the offi�cial fol­

lowed Sir Jonathan out of the door.

The government is neutering independent bodies supposed

to hold it to account. It wants to put the Electoral Commission, a

watchdog, under the thumb of a Conservative­dominated com­

mittee of mps, and to strip it of the power to initiate criminal

prosecutions.  It  is  trying  to  parachute  in  Paul  Dacre, a former

editor of the Daily Mail, a tub­thumping Brexiteer and all­round

scourge of liberals, as the boss of Ofcom, the media regulator,

even though the appointment panel concluded that his lack of

impartiality made him “unappointable”. The mp who leads the

parliamentary committee concerned with culture and the media

has said publicly that, in choosing its next political editor, the

bbc should pick a Brexiteer.

The government is also trying to tame the courts. It wants to

tighten rules governing judicial review of public bodies’ de­

cisions. An egregious proposal by the justice secretary, Dominic

Raab, would make it easier and quicker to change court rulings

that it deems to be wrong (see Britain section). Rather than de­

fending judicial independence, the attorney­general, Suella Bra­

verman, has joined the attack, implying that in some cases relat­

ed to Brexit pro­European sentiment meant judges had entered

the political arena.

As we write this, the government was starting to have second

thoughts about Mr Paterson. After a furious backlash and oppo­

sition threats to boycott the new committee, it pledged to seek

cross­party support for changes to the system. It is not too late

for Mr Johnson to learn the moral from this sleazy aff�air. Brit­

ain’s constitution grants the executive great latitude. Having

brought Britain out of the eu against the wishes of the “liberal

elite”—by which they mean everyone from judges to journal­

ists—Brexiteers see themselves as beholden to no one. If the

government continues to act as if rules are for losers, it will

bring democracy itself into disrepute. n�

Alas, the cop26 summit in Glasgow is shaping up to be a dis­

appointment. The hope that emerging markets, which belch

out much of the world’s greenhouse gases, would announce am­

bitious proposals is being dashed. The plans of China, India and

Brazil all underwhelm. There is no sign this will be the cop that

kills coal, as Britain, the host, wanted. World leaders have still

not agreed to stop subsidising fossil fuels.

But one area where enthusiasm is growing is climate fi�nance.

Financial  institutions  representing  nearly  $9trn in assets

pledged to uproot deforestation from their in­

vestment portfolios (see International section).

The  most  striking  announcement  has  come

from the Glasgow Financial Alliance for Net Ze­

ro (gfanz), a coalition co­chaired by Mark Car­

ney, a former governor of the Bank of England.

Its members, which include asset owners, asset

managers,  banks  and  insurers,  hold  about

$130trn of assets. They will try to cut the emis­

sions from their lending and investing to net zero by 2050. Can

the fi�nancial industry really save the world?

In principle, it has a huge role to play. Shifting the economy

from fossil fuels to clean sources of energy requires a vast reallo­

cation of capital. By 2030, around $4trn of investment in clean

energy  will  be  needed  each  year,  a  tripling  of  current  levels.

Spending on fossil fuels must decline. In an ideal world the pro­

fi�t incentive of institutional investors would be aligned with re­

ducing emissions, and these owners and fi�nanciers would con­

trol the global assets that create emissions. Asset owners would

have both the motive and the means to reinvent the economy.

The reality of green investing falls short of this ideal. The fi�rst

problem is coverage. The Economist estimates that listed fi�rms

which are not state­controlled account for only 14­32% of the

world’s emissions. State­controlled companies, such as Coal In­

dia or Saudi Aramco, the world’s biggest oil producer, are a big

part of the problem and they do not operate under the sway of in­

stitutional fund managers and private­sector bankers.

A second issue is measurement. There is as

yet no way to accurately assess the carbon foot­

print of a portfolio without double counting.

Emissions from a barrel of oil could appear in

the carbon accounts of the fi�rms that are drill­

ing, refi�ning and burning the stuff�. Methodolo­

gies behind attributing emissions to fi�nancial

fl�ows are even sketchier. How should share­

holders, lenders and insurers divvy up the

emissions from a coal­fi�red power plant, for instance?

The third problem is incentives. Private fi�nancial fi�rms aim

to maximise risk­adjusted profi�ts for their clients and owners.

This is not well­aligned with cutting carbon. The easiest way to

cut the carbon footprint of a diversifi�ed portfolio is to sell the

part of it invested in dirty assets and put the proceeds in fi�rms

that never emitted much, such as, say, Facebook. Together, the

fi�ve biggest American tech fi�rms have a carbon intensity (emis­

sions per unit of sales) of about 3% of the s&p500 average.

Why the net-zero pledges of financial firms won’t save the world

Financial firms with
net-zero targets, global total
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The uses and abuses of green finance
Climate change and investing
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Heavily polluting fi�rms or assets will often fi�nd new owners.

If you can brush off� the stigma, it can be profi�table to hold assets

that can legally generate untaxed externalities—in this case pol­

lution. As shareholders urge oil majors to clean up, the oilfi�elds

they  sell  are  being  bought  by  private­equity  fi�rms  and  hedge

funds, away from the public eye. Pledges alone do not alter the

fact that fi�rms have little reason to invest trillions in green tech­

nologies that still have mediocre risk­adjusted returns.

What should be done? Fine­tuning can help. Measurement

should be improved. The eu is rolling out mandatory carbon re­

porting  for  businesses;  America  is  considering  it.  Some  ac­

counting bodies want to standardise how climate measures are

disclosed. Asset owners, such as pension funds, should hold on

to  their  investments  in  polluting  fi�rms  and  use  them  to  help

bring about change. Institutional investors also need to build up

their venture­capital arms to fi�nance new technologies, such as

green cement (see Science & technology section). 

Pledges like gfanz are good as far as they go, but the world

needs a widespread price on carbon if fi�nance is to work won­

ders.  That  would  target  all  fi�rms,  not  just  those  controlled  by

some institutional investors. The urge to avoid the tax would su­

percharge eff�orts  to count emissions. Firms and governments

would have an incentive to grapple with questions of who is pol­

luting and who should pay. Crucially, a carbon price would align

the profi�t incentive with the goal of reducing greenhouse gases.

The job of the fi�nancial system would then be to amplify the sig­

nal sent by the price of carbon. That combination would be a po­

werful engine for changing how economies work. n�

The name of  Ethiopia’s  capital, Addis Ababa (New Flower),

belies its frequent violent changes of government in recent

decades. The Emperor Haile Selassie was overthrown and later

strangled.  Mengistu  Haile  Mariam,  a  Marxist  despot,  shot  his

way to power, imposed a “red terror” and was later ousted by a

rebel coalition led by Tigrayans. Now history is rhyming. 

Once more the federal government is fi�ghting rebels from Ti­

gray. Once more it has deliberately blocked food and medicine

from entering this northern region, where 400,000 people are

now starving and millions are at risk. Once more the Tigrayan

People’s Liberation Front (tplf) is marching on Addis Ababa. In a

rapid off�ensive it has captured towns straddling the roads north

of the capital. An allied band, which claims to represent the Oro­

mos, Ethiopia’s largest ethnic group, threatens to cut roads lead­

ing to the city from the south. It says it, too, is marching on Addis

Ababa (see Middle East & Africa section).

The  last  time  Addis  Ababa  fell,  in  1991,  a

bloodbath  was  somehow  averted.  Peace  talks

were held in London. The dictator fl�ed abroad.

What fi�ghting there was in the capital lasted on­

ly a few hours. This time, however, it is far from

clear that the civil war will end so quietly. 

The authorities  in Addis Ababa have called

on  its  5m  residents  to  organise  themselves  in

blocks and defend the city. Abiy Ahmed, Ethiopia’s prime minis­

ter, shows no sign of agreeing to talks. On November 3rd, at a cer­

emony marking the start of the war a year ago, Abiy told army of­

fi�cers that “Ethiopia will defeat all her enemies with the blood

and bones of her children and live for ever in glory.” He has de­

clared a state of emergency, giving his forces sweeping powers to

detain anyone suspected of “terrorist” ties. The police and army

are interpreting this as an order to round up all ethnic Tigrayans

in the capital. Within hours of the proclamation, Tigrayans were

grabbed and shoved in warehouses or old factories. Even doctors

and nurses were dragged out of hospitals if they were Tigrayan. 

Worse is possible. For months Abiy has used dehumanising

language for his foes, calling the tplf a “cancer” and a “weed”

that must be trampled. His offi�ce insists that he means only the

armed group, not all Tigrayans. But some of his followers may

make no such distinction. In other parts of Ethiopia both sides

have committed war crimes, some of them ethnically targeted.

Now Abiy is urging all citizens to “expose” the agent who “stays

in our midst and works for our enemy”. In a post on Facebook

that the social­media company has since removed for violating

its policies against inciting violence, he urged people to take up

“whatever  weapon”  to  “bury  the  terrorist  tplf”.  Ethiopia  is  a

fragile federation of more than 80 ethnic groups. If widespread

ethnic killings were to start, it could break up. 

Western governments are trying to prevent Africa’s second­

most­populous country from going the way of Yugoslavia. Jef­

frey Feltman, America’s senior diplomat for the Horn of Africa,

is understood to be heading to Addis Ababa to meet Abiy. He may

fi�nd  the  conversation  diffi�cult.  Foreigners  who  have  spoken

with Abiy in recent months describe him exuding a messianic

zeal. “He can’t understand why the West is not

supporting him in fi�ghting the forces of dark­

ness,” says one diplomat, adding that Abiy con­

stantly  changed  the  subject  from  ending  the

confl�ict  to  “his  mission  to  deliver  Ethiopians

from the darkness and into the light”. 

Abiy  has  not  so  far  been  swayed  by  sanc­

tions, such as the eu cutting aid or America sus­

pending  Ethiopia’s  preferential  access  to  its

market. The tplf, which believes its forces are on the brink of

victory, has also made little eff�ort to talk. Diplomats believe it

may be holding back from an immediate attack on the capital so

as to give Abiy a chance to give up and escape. 

No one knows whether catastrophe can be averted. But out­

side powers should try, with a determined mix of pressure and

persuasion. The African Union should suspend Ethiopia’s mem­

bership until it lifts its embargo on aid entering Tigray, while al­

so making clear that it would not recognise a tplf government

that seized power by force. The un Security Council should im­

pose an arms embargo, and try to coax both sides to negotiate.

Russia and China, which have resisted applying much pressure,

should know that they have more to lose than gain from a chao­

tic  break­up  of  Ethiopia.  The  fate  of  a  country  of 115m people

hangs in the balance. The world should not abandon it. n�

As rebels march on the capital, ethnic persecution accelerates

Act now to avert carnage in Ethiopia
Abiy’s abyss
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A comedy of manners
It was unsurprising to watch
Dave Chappelle prod the
boundaries of American
propriety in his latest special
on Netfl�ix (Lexington, October
16th). Flirting with infl�amma­
tory rhetoric is the hallmark of
his work. Thus his special,
“The Closer”, is peppered with
the usual jokes lobbed at
African­Americans, Chinese
and Jews and, mostly these
days, trans people. What was
surprising was his support for
“team terf”, a pejorative term
applying to those who argue
that trans women are funda­
mentally not women. Some
would call this gender realism.
But to many trans people, to be
“trans­exclusionary” is to deny
their right to be themselves,
the very right to exist. 

Declaring oneself to be a
trans­exclusive feminist is
surely just a diff�erent type of
the “group politics” that
Lexington describes as “zero­
sum and exclusionary”. And it
was clear who was being ex­
cluded from Mr Chappelle’s
compassion. There was no
punchline. If he was being
sarcastic, the point was lost.
Standing ovations don’t make
it good, or right, or funny.

Once upon a time, yet not
that long ago, a popular posi­
tion on homosexuality was
that same­sex attraction was
biologically deviant, domes­
tically pernicious and
deserved to be derided.
Discrimination against gays
isn’t extinct, but thankfully the
culture has changed. 
jedd horvath

Victoria, Canada

As the parent of a trans young
adult, and seeing fi�rst­hand
the challenge and joy of watch­
ing someone I love becoming
more and more truly them­
selves, I watched “The Closer”
with a mixture of understand­
ing and dismay. I applauded
Mr Chappelle’s emotional
story of Daphne Dorman, a
trans woman, and his friend­
ship with her. But Sir Terry
Pratchett, a more thoughtful
and empathetic social observ­
er, got it right when he said,
“Satire is meant to ridicule

power. If you are laughing at
people who are hurting, it’s not
satire, it’s bullying.”
sarah murphy

Hillsborough, California

I appreciated Lexington’s take
on Mr Chappelle. As a liberal,
socially progressive gay
person, I have been impressed
by The Economist’s clear­head­
ed analysis of topics that are
too hot to touch in most other
media, such as transgender
rights versus women’s rights
and the rise of the “illiberal
left”. Mr Chappelle’s new show
did not receive good reviews,
which is surprising because, as
the column pointed out, the
woke left’s take on transgender
issues is a fringe opinion. It
makes one wonder why these
reviewers felt obliged to
pander to this vocal fringe.
james jiang

New York

Spain’s right wing
Not once in your entire article
on Isabel Díaz Ayuso (“Liberty
lady”, October 23rd) did you
mention that she could not
have become president of the
Madrid region without the
support of Vox, a far­right
party that is anti­feminist and
nostalgic for Franco. Ms Ayuso
can’t pass a budget or any of
her initiatives without
convincing Vox to lend her its
votes. She has expressed her
comfort with Vox many times
and adopted its rhetoric.
colton walworth

Naperville, Illinois

Kings of the road
I invite anyone on the staff� of
The Economist to come to my
company and learn to drive a
heavy­goods vehicle (“Only the
best”, October 9th). We may not
ask for people with lots of
letters after their name or
fancy degrees, but the job of
being an hgv driver is a life­
long professional learning
experience, requiring practical
skills, strength of character,
emotional intelligence and
years of dedicated service. The
task of piloting a fully laden
44­tonne hgv on Britain’s
roads comes with a huge

responsibility for personal and
public safety. A momentary
slip in concentration can have
fatal consequences. Drivers are
accountable for every minute
of their working day under an
overbearing system of
regulation and compliance.

I wonder how many of the
unquestionably skilled writers
at your paper could pass the
test as easily as implied by
your article?
charles downie

Managing director
Bacton Transport Services
Woolpit, Suff�olk

Voters v greens
Ordinary consumers were
mostly left out of Schumpe­
ter’s analysis of introducing a
carbon tax to pay for emissions
(October 9th). Looking at the
negative reaction among con­
sumers to higher fuel prices in
Europe and North America I
wonder how much support
there will be for carbon taxes
as they move from a policy
concept to pocketbook reality.
Consumers are also voters.
How will they react when
carbon taxes make it harder to
aff�ord to travel and enjoy many
other things that we take for
granted today?

Schumpeter believes con­
sumers will adapt their behav­
iour. But governments are
doing nothing to educate and
prepare them for these future
changes. I would expect to see
a lot of questioning and chal­
lenges to carbon taxes, whatev­
er the merits of such a policy in
reducing emissions.
rod dobson

Oakville, Canada

Tree surgery
“Treedemic” (October 9th)
reported on how the global
trade in trees is spreading tree
diseases in Britain. The atten­
tion in Britain has rightly
focused on the threat that
infected nursery stock poses to
forest biosecurity. In fact, the
treedemic is a global public­
good dilemma. Without
collective action, it will
imperil society’s best eff�orts to
sequester carbon through
forest conservation and initia­

tives to plant trillions of trees. 
In America alone the

annual biomass loss from
treedemics easily matches
what is lost to fi�re. Meanwhile,
treedemics are poorly studied
in the developing world, where
more people depend directly
on forest resources for their
livelihoods and survival. Rules
from the World Trade Organi­
sation guard against economic
protectionism but do not help
shield forest ecosystems from
treedemics. As new agree­
ments emerge, scientists must
ensure that they give teeth to
climate action by empowering
partners to protect forest
biosecurity.
geoff�rey williams

International sentinel network
co­ordinator
us Forest Service
Washington, dc

Your article leaves one feeling
a special kind of grief for lost
trees: “treef”
julian haber

Montreal

Split cover

I noticed that your auction of a
non­fungible token for a
recent cover raised $420,000
for charity (“How our nft

auction went”, October 30th).
At considerably less expense, I
have acquired my own nft of
The Economist’s rabbit­hole
cover: a Non­Framed Tear­off�.
don sancton

Beaconsfi�eld, Canada

Letters are welcome and should be
addressed to the Editor at 
The Economist, The Adelphi Building,
1-11 John Adam Street, London wc2n 6ht

Email: letters@economist.com
More letters are available at:
Economist.com/letters
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In the 1940s  Joseph  Biden  senior  fell
from early wealth to near­destitution. He

moved  his  young  family  in  with  his  in­
laws as he scrabbled for work in Scranton,
Pennsylvania, before re­establishing mid­
dle­class  ease  as  a  used­car  salesman  in
Delaware.  For  all  the  weight  that  his  son,
President  Joe  Biden,  places  on  the  well­
being  of  the  middle  class he  also  cares
deeply about the opportunity to join it, or
rejoin it, and to rise through its ranks.

The  president’s  personal  story  chimes
with something his country sorely needs:
increased  social  mobility.  Addressing  the
essence of his “Build Back Better” series of
bills, originally pitched as a $4trn package
over ten years but now being haggled over
in Congress at half that level of spending,
Mr Biden has said it lies in providing peo­
ple “a fair chance to build a decent, middle­
class life to succeed and thrive, instead of
just hanging on by their fi�ngernails.” 

If  his  administration  has  a  signal
achievement  to  date,  it  is  the  expanded
child­tax  credits  in  the  American  Rescue

Plan  (arp),  the  stimulus  package  which
was passed in March. They appear to have
reduced  child  poverty  by  more  than  25%
since they went into eff�ect in July. 

The  president’s  camp  sees  helping  the
disadvantaged as a way to boost the econ­
omy as a whole. Janet Yellen, the treasury
secretary,  argued  that  the  plans  would
“support families and enable greater inclu­
sion in the workforce and social mobility—
helping  the  disadvantaged  and  boosting
economic growth”. Cecilia Rouse, the chair
of the president’s Council of Economic Ad­
visors, put it plainly in an interview with
The Economist: “Most would agree that our
current rates of social mobility are too low.
There is not equality of opportunity. Kids
are not starting at the same place.”

Data show that to be inarguable. Ameri­
ca,  the  avowed  land  of  opportunity,  now
appears a harder place in which to make it
than Canada or western Europe, and this is
a  fundamental  fl�aw  in  its  economy  and
society.  Ameliorating  this  through  public
spending  is  possible,  if  exceedingly  diffi�­

cult. And, for Mr Biden, the opportunity to
do so is coming to an end. 

The idea that social and economic sta­
tus should be conferred according to eff�ort
rather  than  hereditary  privilege  was  long
seen as quintessentially American. In the
1830s  Alexis  de  Tocqueville  commended
the “continual movement which agitates a
democratic  community”,  arguing  that  it
stabilised democracy. 

Karl Marx remarked that America’s po­
tential  for  class  consciousness  was  sadly
limited  because  “though  classes,  indeed,
already  exist,  they  have  not  yet  become
fi�xed,  but  continually  change  and  inter­
change their elements.” The country’s so­
cial and economic mobility was only really
accessible  to  white  men—African­Ameri­
cans and women of all colours would have
to endure much longer before the Ameri­
can  Dream  could  be  theirs,  too.  But  the
dream was still there.

A runaway American Dream
Today, however, it is receding. What econ­
omists call absolute mobility—the proba­
bility that a child will grow up to earn more
than  their  parents—has  dropped  precipi­
tously. In a paper published in 2016, enti­
tled “The fading American Dream”, a team
of  social  scientists  found  that  Americans
born  in  the  1940s  had  a  90%  chance  of
earning  more  than  their  parents  had
earned  at  the  age  of  30;  for  those  born  in
the 1980s, the chance of that had dropped

WASHINGTON, DC

The social-spending package that Democrats are agonising over is not grand
enough to repair the American Dream 

Stuck in place
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to 50% (see chart on the next page).
That remarkable drop is down to a few

long­running trends, especially the emer­
gence of education as the diff�erentiator be­
tween economic precarity and success. Na­
tional statistics show that workers with
college degrees now have real wages 86%
higher than those of workers without.
What is more, those without a degree have
seen little increase in real wages since1979.

Many less­educated men have dropped
out of the labour force. In 2016 “only one­
in­two less­skilled men in rural America
worked, which was 15 percentage points
lower than in metro areas,” writes James
Ziliak, an economist at the University of
Kentucky. Real wages that have not budged
and lower work­force participation have
gone hand in hand with ill health, which
worsens outcomes further. Anne Case and
Angus Deaton of Princeton University re­
cently published research showing that the
life expectancy of Americans without a
bachelor’s degree is falling.

On top of this precipitous decline in ab­
solute mobility there have also been losses
in relative mobility, a measure comparing
children’s position in the income distribu­
tion with that of their parents. Consider
the chance for a child born to parents in the
bottom fi�fth of the income distribution to
make it to the top fi�fth. In a society where
origins did not matter one would expect
the likelihood of such a rags to riches as­
cent to be close to random chance, or 20%.
In America the chance is just 7.5%.

Comparisons with other countries
make this look particularly pernicious.
The land of opportunity is badly outpaced
by European welfare states such as Britain,
France and Sweden (where the chance is
above 11%) and also by Canada.

Intergenerational disadvantage is espe­
cially stark for black Americans—they have
only half as good a chance of escaping from
the bottom fi�fth as poor whites do. One in
fi�ve black Americans is from a family
which has been mired in the bottom fi�fth
of income distribution for three genera­
tions; for whites it is just one in a hundred.

Those born rich in America, by con­
trast, are much likelier to stay rich than
their counterparts in other advanced coun­
tries. Their children see higher incomes,
too. Hereditary persistence in incomes is a
measure of how much you can predict
about two people’s incomes based on a
comparison of what their fathers earned.
Bhash Mazumder, an economist at the Fed­
eral Reserve Bank of Chicago, calculates
that if an American’s father made twice as
much as his neighbour’s father, then he
would be expected to make 60% more than
his neighbour. That is much higher than if
they were French (41%), German (32%) or
Danish (15%), though less than if they were
Brazilians (70%).

We gotta get out while we’re young
Because children must grow up and enter
the labour market before their relative per­
formance can be assessed, fi�ndings like
these are inevitably backwards looking;
the most recent data provided by studies of
intergenerational mobility come from
adults born in the 1980s and entering the
labour market in the 2000s. Few experts,
though, imagine that the trend to lower so­
cial mobility will turn out to have reversed
for later cohorts. At best it may have pla­
teaued; it could well have worsened.

The returns to higher education—and,
conversely, the penalties for low educa­
tion—show little sign of declining. And

highly educated people are likely to be
married to each other, to raise children in
stable marriages, to live near excellent
schools and to invest a lot in supplement­
ing their children’s education. Miles Co­
rak, an expert on social mobility, argues
that rising inequality along these dimen­
sions “will most likely lower the degree of
intergenerational earnings mobility for
the next generation of Americans coming
of age in a more polarised labour market”.

One way of trying to see whether things
are merely bad or getting worse is to look
for a leading indicator of social mobility.
Some economists think that this can be
provided by inequality levels, though the
matter is far from settled. A chart known as
the Great Gatsby curve shows an empirical
link, with countries where income in­
equality is high going on to have low rates
of social mobility. The same pattern has
been observed within America, too. States
with high levels of inequality also have
worse mobility outcomes.

The most innovative recent research on
this comes from Raj Chetty, Nathaniel
Hendren, Patrick Kline and Emmanuel
Saez. They used data from millions of tax
returns to produce a high­resolution im­
age of mobility outcomes (see map). This
uncovered wide variation within cities; the
amount of social mobility can depend on
the neighbourhood, or even the block,
where people live. But it remained inverse­
ly related to inequality. Other factors—
such as more stable family structure, bet­
ter schools, lower segregation—were cor­
related with higher upward mobility.

Inequality is, unsurprisingly, particu­
larly persistent among black Americans. In
September the Census Bureau reported
that the typical income for white house­
holds in 2020 was 61% higher than for
black households—a gap which has barely
changed since 1967, when the data series
began. The black­white wealth gap is un­
changed as well, at a ratio of one to ten.

If the relationship between inequality
and social mobility is causal, rather than
just correlational, it augurs ill for today’s
young Americans. Since 1989 the Federal
Reserve has put out quarterly data on the
distribution of national wealth. Its most
recent release, for the second quarter of
2021, showed for the fi�rst time that the top
1% of earners held more wealth than the
middle 60%. Data from the Congressional
Budget Offi�ce show that the share of na­
tional income taken home by the middle
60% of earners in America has fallen, and
that taken by the top 20% of earners has
risen. In 1979 the middle 60% took home
50.8%, after taxes and transfers. In 2018
that share had fallen to 45.1%—and the top
20% had gone up to 49% of the take.

No country can realistically aspire to
the absolute equality of opportunity that
would lift social mobility to its theoretical

Source: opportunityatlas.org *Bottom quartile †Based on household income at age 35, for all children born, 2014-15

Go mid-west, young man
Adult outcomes for children born to low-income parents*
By commuting zone

Share in top 20% of national income, % of total†
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maximum. But America could at  least as­
pire to a less imperfect distribution of op­
portunity.  Several  tranches  of  policy  that
are especially infl�uential on rates of social
mobility  are  in  areas  in  which  America
happens to lag behind its rich peers. 

The  most  obvious  missed  opportunity
is  the  lack  of  investment  in  early­child­
hood education programmes, and as well a
welfare state that does little to reduce in­
come  poverty  among  children.  Those  al­
ready about to enter the labour force would
benefi�t from better tailored education and
training. A system of progressive taxation
can pay for it all. It can also lower poten­
tially unhelpful wealth inequality, particu­
larly through levies on inheritances.

Even  a  president  with  huge  sway  in
Congress would have to take his time pur­
suing such reforms as far as they might go:
Denmark was not built in a day. Mr Biden is
no such president. Six months ago, when
the arp provided for $1.9trn in new spend­
ing, he seemed to labour under the illusion
that  a  Democrat­controlled  Congress
would give him all he wished. The subse­
quent  strength  of  internal  dissent  has
shattered that illusion. That does not mean
a social­mobility agenda is off� the table. It
does mean making a series of choices.

Together we could break this trap
Start with the youngsters. “We have pretty
unambiguous  evidence  that  more  fi�nan­
cial resources [for families with small chil­
dren]  have  lasting  impacts  on  health  and
well­being  and  intergenerational  mobili­
ty,”  says  Maya  Rossin­Slater,  a  Stanford
economist.  But  before  covid­19  America
had one of the highest rates of child pover­
ty in the oecd—almost triple Poland’s. 

The reason for this is not a mystery. The
typical  oecd country  spends  2.1%  of  gdp

on  child  and  family  benefi�ts;  America
spends  only  0.6%.  As  originally  pitched,
Mr Biden’s “Build Back Better” agenda fea­
tured a suite of policies intended to make
America much less of an outlier, including
a generous child­tax credit that mimicked
the child allowances many Western coun­
tries use to reduce poverty, universal pre­
kindergarten and child­care subsidies. 

This pillar of spending is not looking as
grand as advertised in the framework put
out  by  the  White  House  on  October  28th.
The expanded child­tax credits which have
already reduced child poverty were part of
a  stimulus  package  passed  in  March;  as
things stand they will be extended for only
one more year. Universal pre­kindergarten
would be funded for six years, according to
the  latest  negotiations,  as  would  a  child­
care subsidy programme. Universalist pro­
grammes, including the child­tax credit re­
ceived  by  most  families,  were  appealing
when the Biden administration was work­
ing with an eff�ective blank cheque. Choos­
ing a universal but short­lived programme

over a targeted and permanent one is hard­
er to justify. As it is, more will probably be
spent subsidising care homes for the elder­
ly than on children.

Measures which might have  improved
social  mobility  for  those  already  in  the
workplace  are  being  pared  back  to  some­
thing much less consequential. The presi­
dent had originally envisaged two years of
tuition­free  community  college  to  every
American; spending $80bn on worker re­
training; and the creation of a scheme for
paid  family  and  medical  leave  (which
America is almost alone in the developed
world in lacking). All three proposals have
been jettisoned because of  the objections
of some Democratic senators. There is now
roughly  as  much  spending  proposed  for
higher­education  and  workplace­training
($40bn) as there is on expanding Medicare
so as to better cope with deafness ($35bn). 

The  supports  that  remain  in  place  are
helpful,  but  comparatively  modest  and
time­limited.  The  expanded  earned­in­
come tax credit, which tops up the wages of
working­class  Americans,  would  persist
for just another year. Subsidies that allow
workers  to  buy  health  insurance  through
the exchanges set up by Obamacare would
persist for another four years. 

This is not the stuff� of the gi bill, the
vaunted legislation which off�ered gener­
ous education benefi�ts to soldiers return­
ing from the second world war (though in
ways that worked to the disadvantage of
black veterans) and helped create the high
social mobility of Joe Biden’s youth. Nor is
it the stuff� of the New Deal, an example the
administration reached for when it sug­
gested that massive public­works projects
on climate­change mitigation and infra­
structure building could provide a new
kind of stable job to the working classes.
Mr Biden promised that 90% of these jobs
would not require a four­year degree. As
the spending available for these proposals
has shrunk, so too has their chance of in­
stigating a Rooseveltian mobilisation.

Convoluted as they are, the Democratic
spending  plans  look  crystal  clear  com­
pared  with  their  plans  to  raise  revenue.
European­style  welfare  states  require
European levels of taxation. But Mr Biden
has  promised  that  no  family  with  an  in­
come of less than $400,000 will pay more
taxes.  And  the  50­50  split  in  the  Senate
means that Kyrsten Sinema, a Democratic
senator from Arizona, has been able to veto
conventional  alternative  ways  of  raising
revenue, like increasing rates of tax on cap­
ital gains and corporate profi�ts. 

No place left to hide
Gone  too  is  a  sensible  proposal  to  elimi­
nate  a  loophole  allowing  inherited  assets
to  escape  capital­gains  tax  (which  might
have raised $204bn). And some Democrats
are also threatening to kill the whole pro­
posal  unless  a  tax  break  allowing  the  de­
duction of state and local taxes is reinstat­
ed. That $90bn annual break overwhelm­
ingly benefi�ts the rich; (54% of benefi�ts go
to the top 1% of earners). 

As  a  result  the  president’s  stalwarts
have grasped at more exotic revenue­rais­
ing schemes of a sort which should not be
designed on the fl�y, as they have been, and
which risk distorting incentives for invest­
ment. Among these are a new minimum of
15% of tax on accounting profi�ts for corpo­
rations, a penalty for stock buy­backs, and
newly  created  levies  of  5­8%  on  house­
holds earning more than $10m. 

Bringing  together  all  the  president’s
ambitions in a single package would have
been  hard  enough  even  if  the  original
$4trn had been forthcoming. At half that, it
is impossible. And besides, very few Amer­
icans  understand  what  the  unwieldy
whole  is  really  meant  to  achieve.  The
White House might profi�tably pare its am­
bitions  down  to  the  investments  most
suited to equalising opportunity for Amer­
ica’s  children.  If  it  did  so,  it  could  at  the
same  time  clarify  its  message.  The  presi­
dent could claim that the thing he had at
least  started  to  build back better  was  the
American Dream itself. n�

Downward mobility
United States, children earning more than their 
parents at age 30, by year of birth, % of total

Source: “The fading American dream”, by Raj Chetty et al.
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American competitiveness

The maths wars

America has a maths problem. Its pu-
pils have ranked poorly in internation-

al maths exams for decades. In 2018, Amer-
ican 15-year-olds ranked 25th in the oecd, a
club of mostly rich countries. American
adults ranked fourth-from-last in numera-
cy when compared with other rich coun-
tries. As many as 30% of American adults
are comfortable only with simple maths:
basic arithmetic, counting, sorting and
similar tasks. American employers are des-
perate for science, technology, engineering
and mathematics skills: nuclear engi-
neers, software developers and machinists
are in short supply. And while pupils’
maths scores are bad enough now, they
could be getting worse. On the National As-
sessment of Educational Progress (naep), a
national exam, 13-year-old pupils’ scores
dropped five points in 2020 compared with
their peers’ in 2012. The status quo does not
add up. But teachers and academics cannot
agree on where to go next.

The American maths problem is over a
century old, says Alan Schoenfeld of the
University of California, Berkeley. In 1890
high school was an elite endeavour: less

than 7% of 14-year-olds were enrolled and
they were educated in rigorous maths. By
the beginning of the second world war, by
which time army recruits had to be trained
in the maths needed for basic bookkeeping
and gunnery, nearly three-quarters of chil-
dren aged 14-17 attended high school. The
cold war sparked a second strategic maths
panic in the 1950s. A new maths curricu-
lum, focused on conceptual understand-
ing rather than rote memorising, was de-
veloped after the launch of the Sputnik sat-
ellite by the Soviet Union. Then that new
curriculum was rejected in a move back to
basics in the 1970s.

Maths teaching became a worry again

when America started to fear being over-
taken by Japan. In 1981 the secretary of edu-
cation appointed a commission to evaluate
the curriculum. It produced a report called
“A Nation at Risk”. “If an unfriendly foreign
power had attempted to impose on Ameri-
ca the mediocre educational performance
that exists today,” the report reported, “we
might well have viewed it as an act of war.” 

Since the 1990s, though, maths has be-
come more political. Conservatives typi-
cally campaign for classical maths: a focus
on algorithms (a set of rules to be fol-
lowed), memorising (of times tables and
algorithmic processes) and teacher-led in-
struction. Pupils in these classrooms focus
on the basics, exploring concepts after ob-
taining traditional skills, explains Bill Ev-
ers of the Independent Institute, a think-
tank in Oakland. These methods are famil-
iar to many. For two-digit addition, pupils
would be taught a paper-and-pencil meth-
od. Add 27 + 45 by stacking 27 over 45. Add
up the right column (7 + 5 = 12). Write down
the 2, and carry the 1 to the left column. Add
up the left column (1 + 2 + 4 = 7). Write down
the 7. The answer is 72. 

Progressives typically favour a concep-
tual approach to maths based on problem-
solving and gaining number-sense, with
less emphasis on algorithms and memo-
rising. In contrast to the conservative strat-
egy, pupils would learn several ways to
solve a problem, by using objects and by
other means, before learning algorithms.
To solve 27 + 45, pupils could add up the
digits in the ones place (7+5=12), and then

WASHINGTON, DC

How teaching times tables became another victim of America’s political divide
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the  tens  place  (20+40=60),  and  then  add
them together to get 72. Or they could real­
ise  that  27  is  3  digits  away  from  30.  They
would add 3 to get to 30. Then add 45 and
subtract  3  to  get  72.  Conceptual  maths
strategies  encourage  pupils  to  fi�nd  many
potential  solutions  for  the  same  problem
to gain number­sense, rather than relying
on an algorithm.

Although  most  teachers  agree  that
maths  education  in  America  is  sub­par,
they have not been able to agree on how to
improve it. Copying methods used in high­
ly  ranked  mathematical  nations  such  as
Singapore  would  be  one  way.  But  that
would require agreement on what is actu­
ally  being  taught  in  other  countries.  Ac­
cording to Mr Evers, successful Asian cur­
riculums  refl�ect  the  classical  position.
“What  country  do  you  think  has  totally
adopted  progressive  education  and  has
been a big success? China is very teacher­
led.  Singapore  math  is  the  best  in  the
world. It’s not progressive,” explains Mr Ev­
ers.  But  Mr  Schoenfeld  reckons  countries
such  as  Japan  and  Singapore  implement
conceptual curriculums.

Part  of  the  confusion  stems  from  the
messy implementation of the most recent
maths curriculum, the Common Core. Im­
plemented in 2010 under President Barack
Obama’s administration, 41 states and the
District  of  Columbia  adopted  the  princi­
ples. Texas, Florida and several others opt­
ed out. Despite initially being a bipartisan
eff�ort  (Jeb  Bush  and  other  conservatives
supported the Obama administration’s ef­
fort), it was eventually criticised by both si­
des. Some view it as an example of progres­
sive  education,  while  others  think  it  was
not progressive enough. Now that test re­
sults  are  rolling  in,  many  conservatives
claim that the falling scores show the fail­
ure of  the Common Core and progressive
teachers. But supporters of the current cur­
riculum  are  not  prepared  to  give  up.
Whereas  naep scores  declined  among 13­
year­olds, they stayed steady among nine­
year­olds,  who  would  have  studied  Com­
mon Core for their whole school lives. 

Further muddling the mess, far­left ac­
tivists  have  paired  conceptual  maths
methods with more radical concepts. Ma­
ny opponents of conceptual maths believe
that Common Core, and conceptual maths
in general, bans teaching of rote­learning,
as  in  multiplication  tables.  A  prominent
maths­education scholar at Stanford Uni­
versity, Jo Boaler, claims that memorising
times tables is unnecessary. Conservatives
have seized on this idea as an example of
liberal activism gone wild. But Mr Schoen­
feld  claims  this  does  not  align  with  pro­
gressive maths values. 

Some activists have also paired concep­
tual maths with “social­justice maths”, the
concept that maths should be used to help
pupils solve real­world issues and appraise

the world around them. Dubbed “woke
math[s]” and tagged with headlines such
as “In California 2+2=4 May Be Thought
Racist” (as a letter to the Wall Street Journal

harrumphed), it has done conceptual
maths few favours by association.

The maths debate in America is polar­
ised and confused. While other countries
implement maths curriculums with a bal­
ance of rote and conceptual learning,
America continues to swing from one pole
to another, decade after decade. Just like
the country’s politics, in other words. n�

Off�­year elections

Physics for politics

One year ago,  America’s  Democrats
were  celebrating:  Joe  Biden  had  just

made Donald Trump a one­term president.
This year’s (much smaller) election day left
them in a considerably grimmer mood. In
Virginia, Glenn Youngkin became the fi�rst
Republican  to  win  a  gubernatorial  race
since  2009.  Democrats  are  on  course  to
lose the lower chamber of the statehouse,
as  well  as  races  for  lieutenant­governor
and  attorney­general.  In  New  Jersey,  Phil
Murphy,  the  incumbent  governor,  came
within just a percentage point of losing de­
spite winning by 14 points in 2017.  The par­
ty’s  progressive  wing  fared  even  worse:
voters  in Minneapolis  rejected a measure
to replace the city’s police department with

a “Department of Public Safety,” and a so­
cialist mayoral candidate  in Buff�alo, New
York lost to her defeated primary opponent
who was running as a write­in candidate.
Partly  these  results  simply  hew  to  form:
the party in power tends to fare poorly in
off�­year elections. But the size and shape of
the defeat augurs ill for Democrats’ chanc­
es  of  holding  their  congressional  major­
ities in next year’s midterm races.

A few factors may have exacerbated the
Democrats’  poor  performance.  Mr  Biden
had hoped to have Democratic candidates
boasting  about  all  the  party  has  accom­
plished so far. But his congressional agen­
da has stalled amid factional party infi�ght­
ing,  which  may  have  depressed  the  base.
Terry  McAuliff�e,  whom  Mr  Youngkin  de­
feated, ran a fl�at­footed campaign focused
almost entirely on Mr Trump, who was not
on the ballot. Moderate Republican voters
who supported Mr Biden last year to get Mr
Trump out of offi�ce may have found their
way back home.

Mr  Youngkin,  by  contrast,  appeared
moderate  enough  for  moderates  and
Trumpy  enough  for  farther­right  voters,
running  up  Belarusian  margins  in  white
rural  counties.  His  campaign  focused  on
parents’ rights and education; he vowed to
ban critical­race theory from being taught
in schools (which it  is not). Mr McAuliff�e
called  that  tactic a  racist dog­whistle, but
failed  to  muster  a  more  persuasive  re­
sponse or present a broader positive vision
for the state. New Jersey’s race followed a
similar pattern. Jack Ciattarelli, the Repub­
lican candidate for governor, ran a moder­
ate campaign focused on cutting taxes, and
he  avoided  mentioning  Mr  Trump.  That
may  have  helped  him  win  independents,
while Mr Murphy’s low­key style (perhaps
along  with  some  complacency)  may  have
kept Democratic turnout low.

The bigger force at play, however, is the
typical backlash against the party that con­
trols the White House. The off�­year Virgin­
ia  governor’s  race  has  swung  against  a
newly  elected  president  in  every  contest
since 1981. The average swing in vote mar­
gins against the incumbent party is about
ten percentage points, though the penalty
can be as high as 17 in rare cases. In com­
parison,  the  two  Democrats’  margins  in
New Jersey and Virginia were 14 percentage
points  lower  on  average  than  Mr  Biden’s
margin against Mr Trump there in 2020. In
other  words,  the  merits  or  detriments  of
individual  candidates  notwithstanding,
Democrats faced predictable patterns of re­
volt against the ruling party.

Democracy  in America  is “thermostat­
ic”, observed Christopher Wlezien, a politi­
cal scientist, in a 1995 journal article estab­
lishing  a  theory  of  politics  bearing  the
same  name.  He  used  data  on  preferences
and  levels  of  government  spending  to
show they move in a slightly inverse rela­

WASHINGTON, DC

Democrats suff�er a rout at the polls

Youngkin’s interest carried 

013



Google Flights now highlights 

lower emission flight options 
directly in the search results, 

allowing travelers to compare 
the environmental impact of 
each option.

Learn how Google is making the sustainable 

choice an easier choice at sustainability.google

Helping people 
travel more
sustainably

flights to atlanta |

013



24 The Economist November 6th 2021United States 

The Supreme Court

Lawyers, guns and babies

While republicans were triumphing
in Virginia, on the other side of  the

Potomac  Republican­appointed  judges
considered  cases  involving  two  priotiries
of the conservative legal movement: guns
and abortion. On November 1st, the justic­
es  heard  nearly  three  hours  of  argument
involving  Texas’s  notoriously  harsh  law
banning  abortion  at  six  weeks’  gestation
with no exception for rape or incest. Two
days  later  another  searing  controversy
came to their courtroom: the scope of the
constitutional right to keep and bear arms.
With  its  transformation  by  Donald
Trump’s  three  appointees,  the  court  is
primed  to  bolster  gun  rights  and  under­
mine the right to abortion.

Two  of  Mr  Trump’s  appointees,  Brett
Kavanaugh  and  Amy  Coney  Barrett,  ex­
pressed dismay with Senate Bill 8, Texas’s
law  that  incentivises  ordinary  citizens  to
bring lawsuits by promising $10,000 boun­
ties  payable  by  anyone  who  facilitates  an
abortion  after  six  weeks.  Their  alarm,
along with that of Chief Justice John Rob­
erts  and  even  arch­conservative  Justice
Clarence Thomas, stemmed from the Texas
legislature’s  ploy  insulating  the  law  from
review in federal courts by taking enforce­
ment out of state offi�cials’ hands. Lawyers
for  Texas  insisted  that  neither  abortion
clinics  nor  the  federal  government  have
anyone to sue, despite the dramatic chill­

ing  eff�ect  the  bounty  system  has  had  on
abortion  providers—eff�ectively  erasing
Roe v Wade—in the Lone Star state.  

Early in the fi�rst hearing, Justice Barrett
noted  that  defendants  to  potential  law­
suits  under  SB  8  (anyone  who  “aids  or
abets” an illicit abortion) lack the opportu­
nity  to  off�er  the  “full  constitutional  de­
fence” they are entitled to under Supreme
Court  rulings  favourable  to  reproductive
rights  from  1992,  2016  and  2020.  Even  if
such  a  case  were  to  move  all  the  way
through to the federal Supreme Court, she
added,  the  law  is  designed  to  circumvent
vindication of a long­established right.

Here Justice Kavanaugh joined the cri­
tique. Citing a brief from the Firearms Poli­
cy Coalition warning that Texas’s approach
could threaten other constitutional rights,
he  asked  about  states  seeking  to  subvert
speech, freedom of religion or the Second
Amendment.  What  about  a  state  that
makes “everyone who sells an AR­15” sub­
ject to a $1m fi�ne through private enforce­
ment?  Are  these  gun  shop  owners  out  of
luck, too? When Texas’s lawyer said “yes”,
the fate of Texas’s law seemed sealed. Jus­
tice Elena Kagan then piled on with a cut­
ting  response  to  his  repeated  comment
that federal lawmakers could make it easi­
er to bring cases in federal courts. “Isn’t the
point of a right”, she said, “that you don’t
have to ask Congress?” 

NEW YORK

The justices hear tricky cases involving rights on opposite trajectories

tionship. As the government spends more
money, people want it to spend less—and
vice  versa.  And  elections  are  also  some­
what thermostatic. Once a party takes pow­
er, its members tend to become the target
of peoples’ dissatisfactions about whatev­
er grievances they have against their gov­
ernment, and they get voted out. The na­
tionwide  swings  against  Democrats  on
Tuesday are further evidence of this trend.
Covid­19  and  supply­chain  woes,  for  in­
stance, may not be Mr Biden’s fault, but the
president takes the blame.

Yet  this  implies Democrats are power­
less to combat electoral losses, which they
are not. Though results from elsewhere in
the country seem to off�er hints on the sur­
face, they do not off�er a clear answer to the
party’s dilemmas. Much has been made of
the results of a referendum to replace the
police department in Minneapolis, Minne­
sota with a “Department of Public Safety”
that would have been focused less on pun­
ishment and traditional  law­enforcement
tactics and more on addressing social  in­
equities and causes of crime. The failure of
such a “woke” pipe­dream in a liberal city
could be seen as a rebuke of the Democratic
Party’s  most  left­leaning  members  and
their toxicity to the brand, were it not for
the results of a vote in Austin, Texas, where
voters  rejected  a  proposition  that  would
have increased the funding and staffi�ng for
their  own  cops.  More  than  anything  the
mood  among  America’s  voters  seemed  to
be a refl�ection of the general unpopularity
of the Democratic Party and its leader.

The thermostat will probably continue
to get colder. Not only have voters tended
to  side  against  presidents  in  off�­year  go­
vernors’  races,  they  also  tend  to  punish
them  in  mid­term  elections  to  Congress.
Since 1934, the party controlling the White
House has lost an average of 28 seats in the
House and four seats in the Senate. A ther­
mostatic  backlash  threatens  the  party’s
control of Congress for at least fi�ve years,
and perhaps the next four after that.

Were  Mr  Biden  or  Kamala  Harris,  his
vice­president,  to  win  the  presidential
election  in  2024  but  lose  in  2028  (presi­
dents usually win two terms), thermostatic
dynamics would not favour the Democrats
until  the  fi�rst  mid­term  of  a  Republican
presidency in 2030. But even in the scenar­
io Mr Biden or some other Democrat were
to lose in 2024 and Democrats regain con­
trol  of  Congress  in  2026,  that  would  still
leave  them  without  legislative  power  for
two  cycles  after  next  year’s  mid­terms.  If
the results on November 3rd stem largely
from the typical patterns of American poli­
tics, they portend a dark decade ahead for
the  Democrats,  notwithstanding  Mr  Bi­
den’s  plummeting  approval  ratings.  And
this  week’s  shellacking suggests  that  the
party  has  no  sound strategy  for  how  to
combat such trends. n�
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America’s claim to exceptionalism is
undeniable when it comes to gun

culture. Its residents own 46% of the
world’s 860m civilian­held guns, accord­
ing to Small Arms Survey, a Geneva­
based research outfi�t. There are 120.5
fi�rearms per 100 American residents—
more than twice the number of second­
place Yemen, a country at war. In a Gal­
lup poll 40% of gunslingingers said they
owned weapons for hunting. But what
explains support for less mainstream
pro­gun views such as arming teachers
and carrying weapons in public? A recent
study by Christopher Ellison, Benjamin
Dowd­Arrow, Amy Burdette and three
other sociologists delves into an impor­
tant but overlooked motivating factor
that highlights the role of religion.

A survey of 1,572 American adults
found that, apart from religious denom­
ination or religious conservatism, belief
in the devil, demons and hell is a strong
predictor of eight pro­gun beliefs, in­
cluding arming teachers, carrying con­
cealed fi�rearms and bearing high­capac­
ity defensive weapons. A Catholic who
believes in supernatural evil is more
likely to hold pro­gun views than a Prot­
estant who does not believe that Satan is
corrupting souls, and vice versa.

The analysis, which controls for
political ideology and other demograph­
ic factors, found that each step up on a
four­point scale measuring the strength
of belief in supernatural evil correlated
with 32% more support for arming teach­
ers, and a 38% rise in backing for carrying
concealed weapons. The eff�ect of belief
in supernatural evil on support for the
right to carry concealed guns was rough­
ly the same as having conservative poli­
tics or not possessing a college degree,
but smaller than the eff�ect of gender.

“The conviction that there is a cosmic
battle between ultimate good and ulti­
mate evil being waged on earth as well as
in the spiritual realm may make the
world seem uncertain, risky and threat­
ening,” the authors suggest, since “indi­
viduals may display their propensity for
evil at any moment.” Gun restrictions are
seen as threatening God­given rights to
protect society against agents of evil, a
belief the National Rifl�e Association
plays up through its use of religious and
civic­duty language in its adverts. Anoth­
er study has shown that alt­right groups
that support militias and profess strident
pro­gun views draw on the language of

biblical literalists, asserting that they are
fi�ghting a devilish government.

Uncertainty stemming from the
covid­19 pandemic has added to the
moral uncertainty associated with pro­
gun beliefs. Background checks run by
the fbi, the best national proxy for gun
purchases, jumped 40% in 2020 com­
pared with 2019. That is the biggest in­
crease in the last 20 years, and purchases
have continued to rise. A preliminary
study of a poll of 2,700 American resi­
dents done by norc, a research institute
at the University of Chicago, found that
Americans who bought a gun during the
pandemic were (as has long been the
case) mostly white, male, conservative
and less educated. But the authors also
found that those new gun owners had
recently become more religious or be­
come unemployed, and were more likely
to be in their late teens, twenties, or
thirties—rather than middle­aged.

The Supreme Court heard arguments
on November 3rd regarding restrictions
on New Yorkers’ ability to carry con­
cealed weapons. It is one of the most
important gun­rights cases since Justice
Antonin Scalia’s landmark ruling in 2008
supporting the right to keep weapons at
home for self­defence. Scalia, too, be­
lieved the Devil is a “real person”.

Guns and religion

No sympathy for the devil
NEW YORK

Belief in supernatural evil is a strong predictor of pro-gun beliefs

Just call me Lucifer

..............................................................
“Peace through superior firepower: Belief in
supernatural evil and attitudes toward gun policy
in the United States,” by Christopher G. Ellison,
Benjamin Dowd-Arrow, Amy M. Burdette, Pablo
Gonzalez, Margaret S. Kelley and Paul Froese,
Social Science Research.

Gun rights were top­of­mind for Justice
Kavanaugh  during  the  abortion  hearings,
no doubt, because November 3rd brought a
major Second Amendment case to the Su­
preme  Court.  In  2008  the  court  struck
down a handgun regulation in the District
of Columbia, recognising for the fi�rst time
an individual’s right to keep a gun at home
for  self­defence.  But  despite  repeated  en­
treaties  in  the  ensuing  decade  from  gun­
rights  organisations,  the  justices  refused
to weigh in on the constitutionality of oth­
er regulations. That drought ended in New

York State Rifle & Pistol Association v Bruen,
a challenge to a 108­year­old gun­licensing
regime in New York.

Since 1913 New York has permitted only
those  who  show  “proper  cause”  to  carry
concealed weapons. Although “restricted”
permits  are  available  to  hunt  or  to  tote  a
handgun to target practice (and one of the
plaintiff�s in Bruen had permission to carry
his  weapon  between  his  home  and  his
workplace),  mere  fear  of  crime  does  not
suffi�ce for a blanket licence. The rifl�e asso­
ciation argues  that  the state may not “re­
serve for a happy few a right that the con­
stitution protects for all ‘the people’”. New
York  defends  its  law  as  consistent  with  a
700­year­long line of weapons restrictions
dating back to medieval England. 

The political debate over how to handle
America’s  epidemic  of  mass  shootings
found  little  air  in  court.  Instead,  fi�nicky
history guided the debate. One dispute in­
volved the true meaning of the 1328 Statute
of Northampton. New York pointed to the
law’s prohibition on going “armed by night
nor by day” in places like “fairs” and “mar­
kets” as a precedent, while the rifl�e organi­
sation insisted that laws of that period on­
ly prohibited carrying arms “to the terror of
the people”. Peaceful gun toters were wel­
come in the 14th century, the plaintiff�s say,
and should be today.  

Several  justices  fretted  over  the  pros­
pect  of  more  guns  on  the  streets  of  New
York City should the law be struck down.
The challenger had a tough time explain­
ing which “sensitive places”—from Yankee
stadium and the New York University cam­
pus to the subway—could be declared gun­
free. But he concluded on a note that seems
very likely to attract six votes. Having to es­
tablish that you are an “atypical” member
of the community in order to get a general­
carry  licence  “describes  a  privilege”,  the
lawyer said, not “a constitutional right.” 

Neither dispute will be the last word on
these  perennially  hot  topics.  The  days  of
Texas’s SB 8 may be numbered, but on De­
cember 1st a showdown focused on the na­
ture of the abortion right comes up for ar­
gument. And if the justices treat Bruen as a
stepping­stone rather than a sweeping op­
portunity to strike down gun regulations,
they  will  have  more cases to  consider
whenever they’re ready. n�

013



27The Economist November 6th 2021 United States

Medicine and identity

Portrait of a detransitioner

Carol had long suspected her everyday
life in rural California would be easier

if she were a man. Yet she was stunned by
how true this turned out to be. As a “butch”
woman (and “not a big smiler”) she was
routinely treated with slight contempt, she
says. After a double mastectomy and a few
months on testosterone—which gave her
facial hair and a gravelly voice—“people,
cashiers, everyone, suddenly became so
goddam friendly”.

Yet Carol soon felt wretched as a trans
man. At fi�rst, the testosterone she started
injecting at 34 lifted her mood and energy
levels. But after two years she began to suf­
fer awful side eff�ects. Vaginal and uterine
atrophy (which can cause tissue to crack
and bleed) was “extremely painful”. Her
cholesterol levels rose and she had palpita­
tions. She also became so anxious she
started having panic attacks.

So she went on antidepressants, and
they worked. “It was a light­bulb moment,”
she says. “I was like, I needed the antide­
pressants; I didn’t need to transition.” She
realised her gender dysphoria, the painful
feeling she was in the wrong body, did not,
in fact, make her a man.

Nearly three years ago, after four years
as a trans man, Carol became a “detransi­
tioner”: someone who has taken cross­sex
hormones or had surgery, or both, before
realising this was a mistake. Her experi­
ence illustrates the dangers of a “gender­
affi�rmative” model of care that accepts pa­
tients’ self­diagnosis that they are trans,
now standard practice in America’s trans­
gender medicine fi�eld.

No one knows how many detransition­
ers there are, but anecdotal evidence, and
swelling memberships of online groups,
suggests the number is growing fast. A re­
cent survey of 100 detransitioners (69 of
whom were female) by Lisa Littman, a doc­
tor and researcher, found a majority felt
that they had not received an adequate
evaluation before treatment. Nearly a
quarter said homophobia or diffi�culty ac­
cepting that they were gay had led them to
transition; 38% reckoned their gender dys­
phoria was caused by trauma, abuse or a
mental­health condition.

Carol believes the roots of her gender
dysphoria lay in her childhood. An up­
bringing that was both fanatically reli­
gious and abusive rammed home two
harmful messages. One was the impor­
tance of “rigid gender roles…women were

there to serve; they were less than men”.
Her mother’s endless fury that Carol would
not bow to this notion of womanhood,
which included wearing only dresses  (“I
didn’t even ‘walk like a girl’, whatever that
meant”) meant she grew up believing her
way of being female was somehow “all
wrong”. The other message was that homo­
sexuality was “an abomination”.

Carol’s “oh God moment” came, as she
amusingly describes, when she developed
a “heavy crush” on her mother’s female es­
tate agent at 16. The realisation prompted a
breakdown (though she didn’t call it that at
the time). First she “fasted and prayed  to
God to take this away”. Then she began
drinking heavily and having one­night
stands with men “in the hope something
would click”. When she came out at the age
of 20, many of her relatives excluded  her
from family gatherings.

It was in her early 20s, when many les­
bians in her social circle (“almost always
the butch ones”) started identifying  as
trans men that she began to think, “This
must be it! This is what is wrong with me!”
But she was told she had to live as a man for
six months before being approved for
treatment and the thought of using the
men’s toilet was intolerable. By this point,
she had met the woman who would  be­
come her wife and found some stability.

But she was still deeply unhappy. “I just
felt…wrong,” she says. “I was disgusted
with myself, and if a nice answer comes

along and says, this is going to fi�x it, guess
what you’re going to do?” By her mid­30s,
she no longer needed to see a therapist to
be  prescribed  testosterone.  (Planned  Par­
enthood uses an “informed consent” mod­
el  in  35  states,  meaning  trans  patients  do
not need a therapist’s note.) Yet Carol did
see a therapist, because she wanted to “do
it right”. The therapist did not explore her
childhood  trauma,  but  encouraged  her  to
try  testosterone.  Months  later  Carol  had
her breasts removed.

Detransitioning  was  the  hardest  thing
she has done, she says. She was so terrifi�ed
and ashamed that it took a year to come off�
testosterone. To her relief her cholesterol
levels returned to normal in months. She
still has some facial hair and a deep voice.
Her mastectomy “is like any loss: it dissi­
pates but it never completely goes away”.

She now spends a lot of time campaign­
ing for other detransitioners’ stories to be
heard.  This  is  not  easy  work.  Outspoken
detransitioners  are  often  maligned.  One
gender­medicine doctor has criticised the
use  of  the  term  “detransitioner”,  saying,
with extraordinary cruelty, “it doesn’t real­
ly  mean  anything”.  Dr  Littman’s  study
found  that  only  24%  of  detransitioners
told  their  doctors  transitioning  had  not
worked  out.  This  may  help  explain  why
some dismiss the phenomenon.

Carol worries about girls who are taking
puberty blockers to avoid becoming wom­
en,  something  she  says  she  would  have
leapt at given the chance. And she worries
about  butch  lesbians  who  are  being  en­
couraged to consider that  they are  in fact
straight men. She now considers  this ho­
mophobic. “My wife told me recently that
when I was transitioning she was on board
for two months before realising, this is cra­
zy. And she was right. She was being told,
your wife is really a man so you are bisexu­
al or straight. It was bullshit.” n�

WASHINGTON, DC

Carol was born a woman, thought she was a man, then realised she wasn’t.
Her story has lessons for the way doctors treat transgender people

Carol, contented 
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Glenn Youngkin and Ivy League populism

Virginia’s schools don’t teach critical race theory, but Glenn
Youngkin’s  old  school  does.  The  hypothesis  that  America  is

structurally racist, which the victorious Republican candidate for
governor  falsely  claimed  was  being  fed  to  Virginia’s  children,
emerged at Harvard in the 1980s and has been taught there ever
since. Toni Morrison, a novelist of black America whose book “Be­
loved” Mr Youngkin’s campaign attacked, also had ties to his alma
mater. Yet it is a safe bet that the private­equity baron won’t dis­
courage his four children from following him there.

A visitor from Mars might fi�nd Mr Youngkin’s populist scare­
tactics at odds with his record of elite institutions (Rice, Harvard,
McKinsey, the Carlyle Group) and immense wealth. The Martian
should then be challenged to fi�nd an up­and­coming Republican
with a much humbler résumé. Populist leaders, from Peron to Or­
ban, are more often elite fi�gures than working­class heroes; and so
it is in the Republican Party. The anti­elitism fervour that has cap­
tured the right is largely a creation of rich Ivy Leaguers.

Donald  Trump,  a  billionaire  alumnus  of  the  University  of
Pennsylvania, won in 2016 with help from Steve Bannon and Jared
Kushner (both of Harvard). His media cheerleaders included Ann
Coulter (Cornell), Kayleigh McEnany (Oxford and Harvard), Tuck­
er Carlson (Trinity College), Steve Hilton (Oxford) and Laura Ingra­
ham (Dartmouth College). His chief imitators include Ron DeSan­
tis  (Yale  and  Harvard),  Ted  Cruz  (Princeton  and  Harvard),  Josh
Hawley (Stanford and Yale) and Tom Cotton, Mike Pompeo and El­
ise Stefanik (all Harvard). A working­class movement this is not.

To some extent it refl�ects Ivy Leaguers’ dominance of politics
and the media generally. Joe Biden and Kamala Harris are the fi�rst
presidential duo not to have attended an elite  institution for 36
years.  And  the  closure  of  local  newsrooms  has  seen  the  Ivies
emerge as the main source of journalistic talent. A recent study of
150 interns at leading newspapers found that 65% studied at the
country’s most selective universities. Yet, in a way, that makes the
hollowness of the maga crowd’s populist credentials even more
striking. American politics is not witnessing a revolt against the
elite so much as a power struggle within it.

To distinguish themselves from their opponents the populists
often turn on the institutions that launched them both. As a pre­

cocious teenage columnist, Mr Hawley slammed the Ivies for be­
ing  “elitist”  while  he  was  still  attending  (an  expensive  private)
high school. Such attacks recall a long conservative tradition.

William F. Buckley, father of the conservative movement, made
his name by lambasting his former teachers in “God and Man at
Yale”.  Combining  erudition  with  a  willingness  to  shock,  he  was
kicking  the  post­New  Deal  liberal  consensus  of  the  early 1950s.
The  young  fogey­ish  columns  Mr  Cotton  wrote  for  the  Harvard

Crimson in the 1990s, decrying feminism and the “cult of ‘diversi­
ty’”, share some of that spirit. “My fi�rst end was not to persuade but
rather to off�end your sensibilities,” read his valedictory piece.

Some Ivy League populists also recall the slightly awkward in­
siderishness of Buckley, a nouveau­riche Catholic. Mr Trump still
seems to consider himself an interloper from Queens. Mr Cotton
is a son of Arkansas farmers; Mr Hilton a scholarship boy who at­
tached himself to the British Tories’ most entitled faction. When
such  fi�gures  rail  against  their  former  teachers  and  classmates,
some wounded part of them really means it. “It’s much easier to
hate people you’ve been around than people you don’t know,” ob­
serves Yascha Mounk, a Harvard­educated scholar of populism.   

Yet Buckley’s irreverent conservatism was not rooted in resent­
ment  but  ideas,  and  fi�rmly  within  the  democratic  tradition.  He
mocked his teachers to assert the superiority of classical liberal­
ism over their progressivism. He did not rubbish the very idea of
expertise,  as  Trump  populists  do.  Their  anti­elitism  is  intellec­
tually unmoored, unrestrained and, as in Mr Youngkin’s populist
turn, largely manufactured. It lumps together real gripes—includ­
ing Buckley’s still­valid critique of the academy—with an ever ex­
panding list of imagined ones: against the fbi, the Senate parlia­
mentarian, voting machines and other shadowy forces deemed to
be denying conservatives power.  It aims to stir  resentment, not
solve problems; to weaken institutions, not improve them.

At the heart of this development was a realisation in the 1990s
that  outrage  sells.  High­achieving  conservatives  had  previously
found refuge in think­tanks, Wall Street and the law. Henceforth
they  began  gravitating  to  the  conservative  news­entertainment
industry,  where  owning  the  libs  became  a  blood  sport.  The  fact
that Ms Coulter, Mr Bannon, Ms Ingraham and Ms McEnany left
law and fi�nance  for  the media  illustrates  the  trend. Mr Trump’s
success  lay  in  turning  that  entertainment  business—hitherto  a
slightly  discreditable  sideshow—into  the  Republican  main  act.
Inevitably,  the handful of conservatives who have resisted him,
such as Bill Kristol and David Frum in the media and Liz Cheney
and Ben Sasse on the Hill, also tend to be products of elite institu­
tions. But his Ivy League enablers are far more numerous and in­
fl�uential. He could not have remade the right as thoroughly as he
has done without them.

Under new management
Conservatives long argued that campus liberalism produces ambi­
tious narcissists, not public servants. It is ironic that the best evi­
dence for that (see the competitively unprincipled Mr Hawley and
Ms  Stefanik)  is  on  the  right.  There  are  still  many  civic­minded
swots on the centre­left: such as Cory Booker and Pete Buttigieg, of
Yale, Harvard and Oxford. The conservative critique rests on a mis­
placed assumption that the Ivies still shape the political culture in
both parties. In fact Trump populism is less an elite project than a
business venture with elite management. Mr Youngkin, an experi­
enced manager with fl�exible views and a modest fl�air for culture
warring, looks like a solid recruit. n�

Lexington

Virginia’s governor-elect is the latest Republican culture warrior with an expensive education
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Brazil

From hero to villain 

Brazil used to be one of the main pro-
tagonists in global climate talks, its pol-

iticians and wonks proposing all sorts of
new-fangled ways to boost greenery. No
longer. This week Jair Bolsonaro, the belea-
guered president, decided to eat gnocchi
with distant relatives in northern Italy
rather than attend cop26, the un climate
conference in Glasgow. “Everyone would
throw stones at him,” explained Hamilton
Mourão, the vice-president.

The country’s record on climate change
is indeed dire. Since Mr Bolsonaro took of-
fice in 2019, the rate of deforestation is up
by 45%. Brazil’s total greenhouse-gas emis-
sions rose 9.5% last year, according to a
study sponsored by the Climate Observato-
ry, a network of 70 ngos and think-tanks,
even as emissions fell in the rest of the
world. But whereas Mr Bolsonaro once
seemed to relish his reputation as a pari-
ah—backing out of hosting cop25 in 2019
and picking a fight with Emmanuel Mac-
ron, the French president—he now seems
keen to try to improve his reputation. “I’m

not as bad as people say,” he told Angela
Merkel, the chancellor of Germany, when
she approached him at a g20 dinner in
Rome on October 30th, at which he was sit-
ting alone. Brazil’s cop26 delegation hopes
to convey the same message.

Last month, in an attempt to look
greener, the government announced two
climate-focused initiatives: a revamp of an
existing plan to encourage low-carbon ag-
riculture and a new green growth pro-
gramme, which is meant to generate jobs
in sustainable fields. In addition, on No-
vember 1st Joaquim Leite, the environment
minister, said that Brazil would increase its
target to cut emissions, to 50% by 2030
from their level in 2005, and bring forward
the year by which it plans to reach net-zero
emissions from 2060 to 2050, as many

countries have done. According to Leonar-
do Cleaver, the top negotiator, Brazil will be
“more flexible” on Article 6, a contentious
clause of the 2015 Paris agreement that lays
out rules for global carbon trading.

Environmentalists are not convinced.
Brazil wants all of the benefits and none of
the costs from cop26, says Caroline Prolo, a
lawyer. Most of the government’s plans for
meeting its targets are “vague promises
that contain the word ‘green’”, says Stela
Herschmann of the Climate Observatory.
Last year Brazil’s formal un pledge to cut
emissions (known as a nationally deter-
mined contribution, or ndc) put the coun-
try among a tiny minority that not only
failed to increase their ambition since the
Paris agreement in 2015, but did the oppo-
site. The CO2 baseline was revised up-
wards, but the pledge remained the same.

Part of the problem is that the govern-
ment has a tendency to see itself as a vic-
tim. “Brazil is owed more than it is getting,”
says Mr Cleaver. This stance was estab-
lished well before Mr Bolsonaro took of-
fice. Like other developing countries it
chides the rich world for falling short of its
pledge, in 2009, of mobilising $100bn per
year by 2020 to help poor countries cut
emissions and adapt to climate change. 

In its ndc last year, Brazil’s government
also made previously promised emissions
cuts conditional on receiving such pay-
ments (other countries have also done
this). It wrote that it would need “at least

SÃO PAULO

The government’s green rhetoric in Glasgow clashes with inaction at home
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Wood from the trees
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$10bn  per  year”  to  reduce  deforestation
and  that  its  “long­term  strategy…will  take
into  account  fi�nancial  transfers  to  be  re­
ceived”.  The  Climate  Observatory  called
this “blackmail”.

Now,  however,  negotiators  claim  that
Brazil’s commitments are “unconditional”.
This softer stance may have to do with the
absence of the strongest proponent of the
“pay­up” strategy, the former environment
minister  Ricardo  Salles,  who  resigned  in
June.  Mr  Cleaver  has  also  signalled  that
Brazil might be willing to compromise on
two thorny debates surrounding Article 6. 

The fi�rst has to do with carbon credits
generated according to the rules of the Kyo­
to  summit  in  1997.  Brazil  has  billions  of
dollars­worth of these credits and believes
they should be incorporated into a new in­
ternational carbon market which Article 6
provides  for.  Rich  countries  are  wary,  as
there is debate about whether the verifi�ca­
tion the Kyoto credits underwent reaches
the  standards  of  the  Paris  accord.  Some
did, but others are problematic (including
forest credits; see International section). 

And under the Kyoto protocol only rich
countries were required to cut their emis­
sions,  whereas  poorer  countries  did  not
have  to  keep  track.  If  credits  Brazil  sold
abroad in the past are accepted in the new
system,  it  will  have  to  remove  these  cuts
from  its  mitigation  results  in  order  to
avoid double­counting. It has resisted this.

The  second  debate  is  about  what  hap­
pens when new carbon credits are sold by
businesses in one country to businesses or
governments  in  another.  Brazil  (or  any
country from which credits are sold) needs
to  make  “corresponding  adjustments”  to
its own mitigation tally in order to exclude
these off�sets. For the fi�rst time, Brazil has
said  that  it  would  accept  such  adjust­
ments—perhaps, some experts are specu­
lating,  in  exchange  for  the  acceptance  of
some  Kyoto  credits,  maybe  with  certain
criteria or during a transition period.

The  Paris  agreement  contains  the  ele­
gant if Utopian principle of “common but
diff�erentiated  responsibilities”,  the  idea

being that countries that historically emit­
ted  the  most  must  do  more  to  cut  emis­
sions.  But  Brazil’s  chance  to  benefi�t  from
this principle is hindered by its failure to
accept much responsibility at all. The gov­
ernment  claims  that  because  renewable
sources (including hydroelectric dams) ac­
count  for  45%  of  total  energy  use,  four
times  the  oecd average,  Brazil  “already
qualifi�es as a low­carbon economy”. This is
misleading. In contrast to other countries,
industry  and  energy  are  responsible  for
only around half of Brazil’s emissions; the
other half comes from deforestation.

If deforestation and farming are taken
into account, its emissions look worse (see
chart). It is the sixth­biggest emitter glob­
ally. In some ways, it should be easier for
Brazil  to  cut  emissions  than  it  is  for  rich
countries that have already started to use
clean, cost­saving technology, says Caroli­
na Genin of the World Resources Institute,
a  think­tank. For example, while wind
power is now capable of providing nearly
20% of Brazil’s electricity, the country has
yet to exploit its huge solar potential. But
whereas most countries primarily need to
change how they generate and use energy,
Brazil needs to change how it uses land.

Mr Leite pledged that Brazil will end il­
legal deforestation by 2028. It is a worthy
goal  that  seems, at present, utterly unat­
tainable. The new programmes intended to
help are rehashes of things that already ex­
isted; the Inter­ministerial Committee on
Climate  Change now has “and Green
Growth” at the end. More promisingly, Bra­
zil  plans  to hire 700 environmental fi�eld
agents to replace the scores who quit dur­
ing  Mr  Salles’s tenure. But like the 3,000
soldiers  sent to put out fi�res in 2020 and
2021, they will struggle to stop slash­and­
burn farming when the government all but
grants slashers and burners impunity.

Meanwhile, Brazil’s argument about
needing cash from the rich world is disin­
genuous,  says Izabella Teixeira, a former
environment minister. Germany and Nor­
way paid $1.3bn into Brazil’s Amazon Fund
and  were poised to donate more before
concerns  about Mr Bolsonaro’s environ­
mental apathy led them to freeze it.

In  the absence of federal leadership,
some states are creating their own climate
policies,  including subsidised loans for
low­carbon farmers and concessions of
public land for sustainable use. (Eleven go­
vernors are going to go to cop26.) Brazil’s
Congress is debating a bill that would
create a regulated carbon market, which is
supported by much of the private sector.

But  while Mr Bolsonaro remains in
power,  it  seems unlikely that much will
change. Neither he nor members of his in­
ner circle seem to take the climate serious­
ly. Progress may have to wait until after the
election  in 2022, which Mr Bolsonaro is
likely to lose. n�

Latin American TV

1001 episodes

Sherezade, a young widow, needs cash
to  pay  for  her  son’s  leukaemia  treat­

ment.  She  accepts  $150,000  in  return  for
sleeping  with  her  boss  Onur,  a  balding
misogynist who advises his friends not to
trust  women  because  “perfi�dy  fi�lls  them
like the weave of their beautiful garments”.
Unexpectedly,  the  pair  fall  in  love.  But—
plot  spoiler—it  takes  two  failed  engage­
ments, one divorce, the appearance of ille­
gitimate children, a miscarriage caused by
poisonous  tea,  a  few  assassinations  and
one suicide for the couple fi�nally to com­
mit to one another in episode 179 (the son
survives, too). 

When  the  Turkish  soap  opera  “1001
Nights”, loosely based on the classic collec­
tion of Middle Eastern folk tales, fi�rst aired
on Chilean tv in 2014, it broke viewing re­
cords.  Mega,  the  ailing  broadcaster  that
bought the rights, was the only channel to
make a profi�t  that year.  It has bought  the
rights  to  26  other  Turkish  shows  since
then,  and  remains  one  of  the  country’s
most popular channels.

The  largest  market  for  Turkish  shows
used  to  be  the  Middle  East.  But  recently
Egypt, the United Arab Emirates and Saudi
Arabia  have  boycotted  or  banned  Turkish
shows because of the country’s embrace of
the  Muslim  Brotherhood  and  its  support
for Qatar (the relative freedom of Turkish
female  characters  does  not  help,  either).
Latin  America  has  fi�lled  the  gap.  Turkish
production  companies  say  that  a  third  of
revenue  from  foreign  sales  comes  from

SANTIAGO

Why Turkish telenovelas are thriving
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One evening last month Francisco
Sagasti, who was Peru’s interim

president for eight months until July,
launched his new book in Barranco, a
bohemian district of Lima. Mr Sagasti, an
academic, is a centrist who steered the
country through a divisive election. The
event was disrupted by demonstrators
who surrounded the bookshop chanting
“corrupt” and “murderer” at the author
while punching a journalist. They be­
longed to “The Resistance”, a group
formed in 2018 under the banner of “God,
Fatherland and Family” to oppose
communism and liberalism. They are
one of many facets of a new, more ag­
gressive right wing in Latin America.

Its breakthrough came with the elec­
tion in 2018 of Jair Bolsonaro as president
of Brazil. A former army offi�cer scornful
of democracy and nostalgic for his coun­
try’s military dictatorship of 1964­85, Mr
Bolsonaro marked a break with previous
political norms in the region. Since
democratisation in the 1980s, with one or
two exceptions, conservative political
forces were generally moderate, often
infl�uenced by Christian Democracy.

Mr Bolsonaro has spawned would­be
imitators, of diff�erent kinds. They in­
clude Guido Manini, a retired army
commander who promised to crack
down on crime and who as a political
outsider won 11% of the vote in Uruguay’s
presidential election in 2019. In Peru
Rafael López Aliaga, a businessman who
is a member of Opus Dei, a Catholic
movement, won 12% in an election in
April on a platform of social conserva­
tism and extreme economic liberalism.
In Argentina Javier Milei, a libertarian
economist, is poised to win a seat in
Congress in an election this month,
running against the main centre­right
coalition as well as the ruling Peronists.

Closest to power is José Antonio Kast, a
former legislator who in his fi�rst presi­
dential campaign in 2017 said that, if he
were alive, General Pinochet, Chile’s dicta­
tor in 1973­90, would vote for him. For the
presidential election later this month he
has promised to “restore Chile” with mano

dura (“a fi�rm hand”) against crime and
violent disorder, a border ditch to stop
immigrants, withdrawing from inter­
national human­rights bodies and tax cuts
to promote economic growth. He also
claims to defend Chile’s European heritage
and national unity against the left’s es­
pousal of indigenous groups and multi­
culturalism. Mr Kast looks set to contest a
run­off� election for the presidency against
Gabriel Boric of the hard left.

Mr Kast is not Mr Bolsonaro. Rather, he
represents a radical populist right, more
in the mould of Álvaro Uribe, Colombia’s
president from 2002 to 2010. He insists he
is not “extremist” and now doesn’t deny
that there were abuses under Pinochet.
Not all of the new rightists represent a
clear threat to democracy itself. But some
do. All of them are less conciliatory than

the old conservative parties. Minority
groups have reasons to worry.

What explains the rise of the new
right? One factor is the formation in
recent years of grassroots groups with
Catholic and evangelical ties which have
campaigned against abortion, gay rights
and feminism. Another is a popular
demand for protection against crime. As
with the radical left, the radical right is
benefi�ting from public disillusionment
with economic stagnation and main­
stream democratic politicians, who are
seen as self­serving if not corrupt. But
what unites all these new right­wing
forces, says Ariel Goldstein, a political
scientist at the University of Buenos
Aires, is “the spectre of Venezuela” which
has sought to export its poverty­spread­
ing leftist dictatorship. In that sense, the
radicalisation of the right is a mirror of
the same process on the left. If Mr Kast
has a chance of winning, as he does, it is
partly because Mr Boric, though himself
a democrat, espouses a statist economic
programme and has communist allies.

Latin America’s new right is also part
of a broader international trend. Donald
Trump’s victory in the United States in
2016 paved the way for Mr Bolsonaro. Mr
Bolsonaro’s son Eduardo has close links
to the nativist fringe of the Republican
Party. Now Vox, a Spanish anti­immi­
grant party, is acting as an agent uniting
the new right in Latin America. In Sep­
tember it published a “Letter from Ma­
drid”, denouncing communism in the
“Iberosphere” and signed so far by al­
most 9,000 politicians or activists in­
cluding Messrs Kast, López Aliaga and
Milei, as well as Eduardo Bolsonaro.
Liberal democrats in Latin America now
have to deal not just with an authoritar­
ian left but with a right that is far more
intolerant than in the recent past.

A more extreme kind of right-wing politics is emerging in Latin America

Bello Spooked by Venezuela

there, more than any other region. Some­
what  conservative  themes  resonate  with
many  Latin  Americans.  “We  like  big  fam­
ilies, big dinners, and we value things like
respect  for  elders,”  says  Ozlem  Ozsumbul
of Madd Entertainment, a distributor.

From  Ecuador  to  Mexico,  prime­time
slots are now fi�lled by Turkish shows. “Ka­
ra Para Ask” (Black Money Love) counts Lio­
nel  Messi,  an  Argentinian  footballer,  as  a
fan.  In  2018  Venezuela’s  dictator,  Nicolás
Maduro,  visited  the  set  of “Dirilis:  Ertu­
grul”  (Resurrection:  Ertugrul),  where  he
tried his hand at blacksmithing, wore a tra­

ditional hat, and is said to have compared
himself to the show’s hero, the father of the
founder of the Ottoman Empire. 

But  the  biggest  fans  of  Turkish  tele­
novelas  are  señoras of  a  certain  age.  They
like  them  because  they  are  less  raunchy
and gory than local shows, with their gun­
toting drug lords. It takes 28 episodes be­
fore  Sherezade  and  Onur  share  their  fi�rst
kiss, which even Argentina’s leading con­
servative  newspaper  complained  lacked
“fervour”. Norma, an 82­year­old in Buenos
Aires,  likes  Turkish  shows  because  “they
are so decent, so romantic.” Her carer, Kar­

ina,  adds:  “Argentine  telenovelas  are  too
extreme, on the fi�rst date they already have
sex!” They watch Turkish shows every day
from 4pm until Norma goes to sleep. 

It also helps that, in contrast to Turkey,
where dramas are shown once a week and
can run for over two hours, in Latin Amer­
ica these shows are chopped up into shor­
ter chunks. This makes them far easier to
watch; it also helps boost the ratings of the
tv channels, which can spin out the tales
over  hundreds  (if  not  thousands) of  epi­
sodes. The formula may feature few besos,
but it brings in plenty of pesos. n�
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Baby, it’s toxic outside

DE LHI

Even as India pledges climate action, its people are dying from breathing

Addressing world leaders  at  the
cop26 jamboree in Glasgow this week,

Narendra  Modi,  India’s  prime  minister,
listed fi�ve commitments to tackle climate
change,  including  a  promise  to  achieve
carbon neutrality by 2070 and several shor­
ter­term goals. Mr Modi also took the op­
portunity  to  point  out  that  while  poor
countries bear a mere fraction of the blame
for  creating  the  world’s  climate  mess,
some,  such  as  India,  have  done  better  at
keeping  environmental  commitments
than many rich countries.

He is right. With 18% of the world’s peo­
ple, India is reckoned to have caused just
3%  of  accumulated  CO2 emissions.  Yet
even  as  Indian  leaders  repeatedly—and
sometimes  justifi�ably—take  the  moral
high  ground  on  climate  change’s  long­
term challenges, their people continue to
suff�er and die from its immediate, home­
grown causes. 

Dr  Arvind  Kumar  should  know.  When
he  started  working  as  a  chest  surgeon  in
Delhi 30 years ago, nine­tenths of lung can­
cer  patients  were  smokers  and  nearly  all

were men over 50. Now half of them do not
smoke,  40%  are  women  and  their  mean
age is a decade younger. He regularly sees
children  with  blackened  lungs.  “The  ur­
gent issue we need to face is not CO2,” says
Dr Kumar. “It is about our own health and
the health of the next generation.” 

The trouble is not just in Delhi. In win­
ter  the  Himalayas  trap  the  combined  ex­
haust  of  the  600m  people  who  populate

the  sprawling  Indo­Gangetic  Plain.  From
diesel  pumps  for  irrigation  to  cremation
pyres and from coal­fi�red power plants to
gas­guzzling suvs, the smoke combines in
a toxic stew that can hang for weeks in the
season’s typically windless conditions. Big
provincial cities such as Lucknow and Pat­
na are just as sooty as Delhi. So are many
rural areas. 

Across  this  whole  region,  reckon  re­
searchers  from  the  University  of  Chicago
in a recent study, air pollution is likely to
reduce  life  expectancy  by  an  average  of
more than nine years. Research published
late last year in the Lancet, a medical jour­
nal,  estimates  that  in  2019  alone  some
1.67m Indians died from the eff�ects of pol­
lution,  accounting  for  one  in  six  of  the
country’s deaths. The authors put the cost
to  India  of  lost  productivity  at  some
$36.8bn,  in  addition  to  $11.9bn  spent  on
treating  illnesses  caused  by  pollution,
equal to a total of 1.8% of gdp. They empha­
sise that these are conservative estimates.

Evidence  continues  to  accumulate  of
wider­ranging eff�ects. Clinical tests of 928
teenagers  in  Delhi  found  that  29.4%  had
asthma,  three  times  typical  levels  world­
wide. Unexpectedly, 40% were found to be
overweight, a number so striking that the
researchers think it may be caused by met­
abolic  responses  to  pollution  rather  than
overeating. Another study found a link be­
tween  the  height  of  Indian  toddlers  and
pollution levels. Airborne toxins have also
been linked to congenital defects.
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The  government  has  not  ignored  air
pollution.  Strongly  backed  by  Mr  Modi,  a
push  to  replace  solid  fuels  with  gas  for
cooking has saved hundreds of thousands,
mostly women, from deadly indoor air pol­
lution.  India  has  ramped  up  solar­  and
wind­power capacity. The government has
tightened vehicle­emissions rules. In 2019
it  launched  a  National  Clean  Air  Pro­
gramme, aiming to cut pollution in 122 cit­
ies by up to 30% within fi�ve years.

Yet the same government has also stint­
ed on many other measures. It has proved
particularly  soft  on  coal,  a  domestically
abundant hydrocarbon that still accounts
for  some  70%  of  power  generation—and
10% of airborne particulate pollution. Un­
der  Mr  Modi  the  state­owned  Coal  India,
already the world’s biggest producer of the
stuff�, has been tasked with boosting output
by 40%. In Glasgow Mr Modi pledged that
by  2030  India  will  install  a  whopping
500gw of renewable capacity to meet half
its power needs. But if the other half comes
from  thermal  sources,  that  would  still
mean doubling their current output.

India’s government has also failed to do
some  simple  things  to  check  daily  pollu­
tion.  A  study  by  a  think­tank  in  Delhi
found that India could simply shut down
20­30 of its most polluting coal­fi�red pow­
er plants without seriously disrupting sup­
ply, since they also happen to be abysmally
ineffi�cient. Mr Modi could also oblige oth­
er  plants  to  install  the  scrubbing  equip­
ment required by a law of 2015, instead of
repeatedly letting them off� the hook. Per­
haps  most  usefully,  he  could  reshape  In­
dia’s bureaucracy to place pollution at the
forefront of concerns rather than seeing it
as an irritant.

As  more  Indians  suff�er,  pollution  is
gaining traction as a political issue. Dr Ku­
mar,  the  surgeon,  has  enlisted  doctors
across  India  to  press  local  authorities.
Bhavreen  Kandhari,  a  mother  worried  by
her own daughters’ health, helped form a
pollution  action  group  called  Warrior

Moms. Among the fi�rst successes of such
citizens’ lobbies, at least eight states have
slapped partial or total bans on fi�recrack­
ers, a noisy but deadly way of ringing in Di­
wali, the Hindu festival of lights that marks
the start of north India’s pollution season,
and which fell this year on November 4th. 

The  weight  of  public  opinion  is  one
thing. The rustle of cash may prove more
persuasive.  Gautam  Adani  and  Mukesh
Ambani, India’s richest tycoons, both built

colossal  fortunes  from  hydrocarbons.  Far
nimbler than India’s government, they are
pivoting to green energy. Mr Adani, king of
Indian  coal  until  last  year,  has  gone  on
such a binge that his green­energy arm is
now India’s biggest renewable­power sup­
plier.  International  investors  are  getting
into the act, too. So far in 2021 $9.67bn has
been poured into Indian green bonds. That
is  nearly  as  much as in  the  previous  fi�ve
years combined. n�

Lee ji-hoon’s younger clients have
lately been making unusual requests.

“People in their 20s and early 30s showed
up and asked me to draw up these exces­
sive training plans and dieting rules,”
says Mr Lee, who works as a personal
trainer at a fancy gym in Gangnam, a
posh part of Seoul, South Korea’s capital.
The clients, most of whom are women,
all have the same aim: they want to look
hot for their “body profi�les”.

An Instagram search in Korean for the
hashtag “body profi�le” turns up more
than 2.5m results. Most of them are
glossy full­body portraits of men and
women in their underwear, posted on
personal accounts (though a few belong
to celebrities). Some subjects are draped
over chairs, recline on beds or emerge
from pools and rivers. Others pose with
champagne and canapés, or with foliage.

The point, like so much on Instagram,
is to impress. Joo Sohyun, a 27­year­old
in Seoul, says she booked a body­profi�le
photo session because she was bored
with doing nothing except work. “I want­
ed that identity of someone who keeps
fi�t,” she says. Taking the profi�le shots was

a way of proving to the world that she
had worked hard to achieve a valuable
goal. The whole thing, including the
training programme and photo session,
set her back more than 1.5m won ($1,300).
Others splurge even more. Mr Lee’s pack­
ages start at 2.5m won; bespoke ones can
be 7m won. 

Yoo Hyun­jae, who studies youth
culture at Sogang University in Seoul,
thinks the trend refl�ects an obsession
with looks and social status. The atten­
tion young people pay to their online
image mirrors everyday life, where look­
ing your best in public is considered
polite and commenting on others’ ap­
pearance and off�ering suggestions for
improvements remain common. 

As in other countries, advertising
exploits the associated anxiety. A compa­
ny hawking diet products plasters cine­
mas all over the country with posters
urging patrons to “reconsider your pop­
corn”. Serious­looking plastic surgeons
admonish commuters in ads on Seoul’s
subway: “Think you’re pretty? Think
again.” Celebrity culture also plays a role,
says Mr Yoo. The fi�rst people to publish
body profi�les were the pop stars from
whom many youngsters take their cues. 

Some commentators worry that the
trend harms young people’s mental
health and fosters poor eating habits.
Even Mr Lee is concerned. “I was so
proud when they showed me the pic­
tures, but some of them came back a few
weeks later looking worse than they did
before they started working out,” he says.
Mr Yoo is less fretful: “Those body­image
problems are not caused by the fact that
people are now taking pictures of them­
selves while exercising.” Hand­wringing
will in any case do little to dissuade the
likes of Ms Joo. “Houses are too expen­
sive and jobs are hard to come by. This is
one of the easiest and healthiest ways for
young people to feel a sense of achieve­
ment,” she says.

Instagram and youth culture

Hot shots

SEOUL

Why young South Koreans are posing in their underwear
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Japanese politics

Wishy-washy

When kishida fumio became the
head of Japan’s ruling Liberal Demo­

cratic Party (ldp) at the end of September,
one of the fi�rst things he did was to lower
expectations for the party’s future. Public
frustration with the government’s han­
dling of covid­19 had helped force the res­
ignation of his predecessor, Suga Yoshi­
hide. Some polls suggested that the party’s
dominance in the lower house was under
threat in coming elections. Voters seemed
lukewarm on Mr Kishida, giving his new
cabinet lower approval ratings than in­
coming prime ministers typically enjoy.
Mr Kishida defi�ned “victory” for his party

as maintaining a simple majority  of  233
seats along with its coalition partner, Ko­
meito, down from 305 before the election.

He was perhaps overcautious. When re­
sults were tallied from the election on Oc­
tober  31st,  the  ldp had  lost  only 15  seats,
leaving it with 261, single­handedly clear­
ing the threshold for both a simple majori­
ty  and  also  an  “absolute  stable  majority”,
which means that the party can chair and
control  all  parliamentary  standing  com­
mittees. That is a relief for Mr Kishida. And
it is a devastating defeat for Japan’s opposi­
tion,  which  had  hoped  to  capitalise  on
public discontent. Instead, the biggest op­
position  party,  the  Constitutional  Demo­
cratic Party of Japan (cdp), lost 13 seats. On
November 2nd Edano Yukio, its leader, an­
nounced his resignation.

The opposition’s humiliation is in part
the result of potent memories of its messy
rule from 2009 to 2012. And it is in part be­
cause of bad strategy. The cdp co­ordinat­
ed with the Japan Communist Party to put
forward  unifi�ed  opposition  candidates  in
many  districts,  which  alienated  its  own
supporters. It also repelled independents,
who are around 40% of the electorate and
who turned out in relatively low numbers
this year. Overall  turnout was  low,  too, at
just 56%. That is only a hair higher than the
54% in the previous lower­house election
in 2017, which was itself barely more than
the post­war record low of 53% in 2014. 

Nonetheless, the results are no ringing
endorsement of the status quo. Anti­estab­
lishment  sentiment  fl�owed  instead  to  an
upstart libertarian populist outfi�t based in
Osaka,  the  Japan  Innovation  Party,  which
more than tripled its seats, from 11 to 41. It
has limited appeal beyond its home region,
and it is rare for regional parties to go na­
tional in Japan. 

But  the  upstarts’  strong  showing  sug­
gests  that  voters  may  abandon  the  ldp

when presented with an alternative seen as
competent.  In  a  recent  global  study  the

TOKYO

The new prime minister still has to
explain what he stands for

Beloved of bureaucrats 

Bangladesh and India

Spilling over

One day in October Dilip Das had a bath,
donned  a  new  shirt  presented  to  him

by his son and prepared a garland of fl�ow­
ers  before  setting  off�  for  his  local  temple
in  Cumilla,  a  city  of  300,000  in  eastern
Bangladesh.  It  was  Durga  Puja,  the  most
important  festival  in  the  Bengali  Hindu
calendar. By the end of the day the 62­year­
old Mr Das was dead, bludgeoned by a Mus­
lim  mob.  “What  was  his  sin?”  asks  Rupa
Das, his wife. “He was just a simple man, a
washerman,” who had lived happily along­
side his Muslim neighbours.

Mr Das was a victim of widespread un­
rest that day in Bangladesh, which is 90%
Muslim.  A  copy  of  the  Koran  had  been
found  in  one  of  the  temporary  temples
erected for the festival in Cumilla. A video
showing  a  police  offi�cer  carrying  the  Is­
lamic holy book, with a voice­over claim­
ing it had been rescued from under the feet
of a Hindu idol, quickly went viral on Face­
book and WhatsApp, unleashing a wave of
attacks on Hindus and other religious mi­
norities, too. Outside the main mosque in
Dhaka,  the  capital,  a  crowd  of  10,000
chanted, “Hang the culprits”. Across much
of the country Muslim rioters beat Hindus
and pillaged their property. Hundreds were
wounded  and  at  least  three  died,  along
with  four  Muslim  protesters  who  were
gunned down by police.

Islam  is  the  state  religion  in  Bangla­
desh.  Confusingly,  the  constitution  also
says the state is secular. (Past struggles ov­
er this topic ended in a self­contradictory
muddle.) The ruling Awami League party is
secular,  but  rising  Islamic  conservatism
has  made  religious  minorities  feel  inse­
cure,  says  Mubashar  Hasan  of  Western
Sydney University. The Awami League, too,
has  courted  puritanical  voters  and  fl�irted
with Islamist groups in its 12 years in pow­
er.  And  it  has  often  failed  to  prosecute
those  responsible  for  attacks,  says  Rana
Dasgupta  of  the  Bangladesh  Hindu­Bud­
dhist­Christian Unity Parishad, an advoca­
cy  group.  Members  of  the  party’s  student
wing were implicated in the recent riots. 

Yet  in  responding  to  the  violence
Sheikh Hasina Wajed, the prime minister,
suggested it was India’s treatment of Mus­
lims that was causing anger towards Hin­
dus in Bangladesh. On October 14th she is­
sued a warning to Narendra Modi, her Indi­
an counterpart, and his supporters: “They
have  to  be  aware  that  such  incidents
should  not  take  place  there  which  would

have an impact on Bangladesh.”
Sheikh Hasina is not being entirely dis­

ingenuous. Bangladesh is indeed aff�ected
by regional currents, says Dr Hasan, espe­
cially those in India. In 2019 Mr Modi’s Hin­
du­nationalist government rolled out new
rules granting an easier path to citizenship
for  refugees  from  neighbouring  coun­
tries—unless they are Muslim. It has also
targeted Muslims in states bordering Ban­
gladesh,  whom  politicians  from  the  ru­
ling  Bharatiya  Janata  Party  have  labelled
“infi�ltrators” and “migrant termites”. In re­
cent weeks hundreds have been displaced
in  eviction  drives.  Huge  protests  greeted
Mr Modi when he visited Dhaka in March.
Anti­India  feelings  often  slide  into  anti­
Hindu hostility, says Dr Hasan. 

Events in India have triggered violence
in  Bangladesh  before.  The  country’s  Hin­
dus were targeted in 1992 after religious fa­
natics demolished a mosque in India. This
time,  however,  the  bloodshed  in  Bangla­
desh  triggered  fresh  violence  in  India.  A
few days after the unrest abated in Cumil­
la, mobs ransacked mosques and Muslims’
homes in Tripura, an Indian state just a few
miles  from  the  city.  India’s  National  Hu­
man  Rights  Commission  has  asked  local
police  to  respond  to  allegations  that  “the
state machinery acted like a bystander”.

In Bangladesh, in contrast, the govern­
ment has arrested 583 people since Mr Das
was slain, and Sheikh Hasina has vowed to
defend religious freedom. Mr Modi, notes
Meenakshi  Ganguly  of  Human  Rights
Watch,  an  ngo,  is  mute  on  the  mistreat­
ment of Muslims in India. Majoritarianism
elsewhere  in  the  region  sets  a  low bar,
though.  In  the  end,  she  says,  states must
protect their own religious minorities. n�

The mistreatment of minorities in one
country is causing unrest in the other
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Two poor, fragile, post­Soviet democ­
racies, two spectacular holes in the

ground. Mongolia’s Oyu Tolgoi, or “Tur­
quoise Hill”, is a vast mine in the south­
ern Gobi desert, just 80km from the
Chinese border. Kumtor in the Tian Shan
mountains of Kyrgyzstan, operating
since 1997, is if anything even more
remote. Located beside a series of gla­
ciers at 13,000 feet above sea level, it is
the world’s second­highest gold mine. 

It is hard to exaggerate the impor­
tance of these two mines to their re­
spective economies. Open­pit extraction
began at Oyu Tolgoi in 2013. The second
phase, a $6.75bn expansion in which
200km of tunnels will reach 1.3km deep,
is expected to treble the output of con­
centrate, to over 500,000 tonnes a year.
Once completed, Oyu Tolgoi will be the
world’s fourth­biggest copper mine. 

When the contract with Rio Tinto, an
Anglo­Australian mining giant, was fi�rst
signed in 2009, Oyu Tolgoi was predicted
to add fi�ve percentage points to Mongo­
lia’s annual economic growth, which, for
a while, it did. The mine has created
15,000 jobs directly and another 45,000
indirectly, for a Mongolian population of
3.3m. As for Kumtor, its owner, Centerra,
a Canadian exploration company, is the
country’s largest private investor. In a
good year the mine generates a tenth of
Kyrgyzstan’s gdp and is the biggest con­
tributor to the state budget. 

Both mines loom large in national
life. Both foreign operators won sweet,
initial deals when naive young states
opened their doors to foreign invest­
ment. Controversy surrounding the
mines was thus inevitable.

Oyu Tolgoi has long been contro­
versial. Politicians often accuse Rio Tinto
of fl�eecing the country. The language
grew sharper six years ago, after a bal­

ance­of­payments bust. A renegotiation of
the terms in 2015 is now being challenged
by the ruling party. It claims the deal is
unfavourable to Mongolia, which has a
34% stake in Oyu Tolgoi, and was even
negotiated illegally. Meanwhile, costs for
underground development at Oyu Tolgoi
have overrun by more than $1.5bn, and the
estimated date for shipping the fi�rst un­
derground concentrate has receded by
over two years. All the while, the govern­
ment must service debt incurred when it
borrowed from Rio Tinto to fund expan­
sion. The prospect is dawning of no divi­
dend for years, if ever (though taxes and
royalties pour in). The government has
threatened to halt development if Rio does
not renegotiate.

The stand­off� over Kumtor is starker. In
May the president, Sadyr Japarov, who
came to power a year ago in an obscure
struggle that involved his being sprung
from jail, seized control of Kumtor. His
new prime minister, Akylbek Japarov (no
relation), accuses Centerra of corruption,
enriching politicians instead of the na­
tional budget. (Centerra has dismissed the

allegations as false.)
Accusations of being cheated are

common in poor, resource­rich coun­
tries. With Oyu Tolgoi, the stand­off� is
more easily resolved. First, Rio Tinto is
not widely suspected of corruption (even
though in Mongolia it is endemic). Power
in Mongolia is too fragmented to make
bribery at scale an attractive option to
foreign investors, says Julian Dierkes of
the University of British Columbia—
though what happens to revenues once
they reach government coff�ers is another
matter. Moreover, a recent independent
review makes it hard for Rio to deny it
bears some blame for delays and cost
overruns. It says it is ready to “explore”
cutting its fees and loan interest rates.

In Kyrgyzstan the situation is bleaker.
There, bribery and corruption are not
incidental to business but central to it.
For all that Centerra boasts of its in­
vestments, politicians and gangsters
have long looked to take a cut. Once the
new government has access to the mine’s
cashfl�ow, ask many in Bishkek, the cap­
ital, what is to stop offi�cials pocketing it
for private gain? 

Foreign investors too often blame
“resource nationalism” for their woes in
host countries. That is self­serving. After
all, the resources usually belong to the
state. It is reasonable for citizens to ask
how best to benefi�t from them. Neither
Centerra nor Rio Tinto suffi�ciently en­
gaged with the host countries on this
question. Complicating matters in Mon­
golia, Mr Dierkes asserts, is the common
belief that there is a “perfect Oyu Tolgoi
agreement out there in the Platonic
heaven”. In Kyrgyzstan, the stakes are
higher yet: not just foreign investors’
trust in a turbulent country, but Kyrgyz
people’s dwindling trust in the ruling
classes.

Mongolia and Kyrgyzstan struggle with the blessed curse of mineral wealth

Banyan Mine for the taking

Pew  Research  Centre,  an  American  poll­
ster,  identifi�ed  Japan  as  one  of  six  coun­
tries where more than half the population
wants “major changes or complete reform
to the political, economic and health­care
systems”.  (The  others  on  the  list  were
America, France, Greece, Italy and Spain.)

Mr Kishida does promise big­sounding
changes. He ran his campaign calling for a
“new  model  of  capitalism”,  contrasting
himself  with  Abe  Shinzo,  a  former  prime
minister  whose  “Abenomics”  agenda  had
mixed results. But no one,  from Japanese
business leaders to those on Mr Kishida’s

“new  capitalism”  council,  seems  to  have
much idea what he means by it. Whatever
the changes turn out to be, they are unlike­
ly to be radical. 

Vagueness pervades Mr Kishida’s other
big  agenda  items,  too.  He  celebrated  his
victory by making his debut on the world
stage,  joining  other  world  leaders  at  the
cop26  summit  in  Glasgow.  Though  he
promised  an  additional  $10bn  in  funding
to  support  measures  for  decarbonisation
elsewhere in Asia, he off�ered little detail on
how Japan plans to reach its own pledge to
become carbon­neutral by 2050. 

On  defence,  the  ldp promised  in  its
campaign  manifesto  to  raise  spending,
possibly even doubling it to 2% of gdp, but
Mr  Kishida  has  yet  to  say  what  he  would
spend  that  money  on.  Nor  has  he  con­
vinced the public and the powerful fi�nance
ministry  of  the  need  to  do  so.  Little  sur­
prise,  then,  that  those  in  Tokyo  happiest
about Mr Kishida’s victory are bureaucrats,
who see a pliable fi�gure unlikely to upset
the status quo. Until the opposition gets its
act together, the ldp will not have trouble
staying in power. But Mr Kishida still has to
prove himself as a leader. n�
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The Communist Party

Control the present, control the past

In preparation for a  third  fi�ve­year
term as the Communist Party’s leader, Xi

Jinping has been changing the rules of pol­
itics,  business  and  society.  He  has  also
been pursuing another project that he sees
as essential to his continued grip on pow­
er: rewriting the history of the party itself.
Mr Xi wants to show his country that he is
indispensable,  a  political  giant  on  a  par
with Mao Zedong and Deng Xiaoping who
is  turning  China  into  a  global  power  by
building on their legacy. 

On  November  8th  about  370  members
of the political and military elite will gath­
er in Beijing for an annual four­day meet­

ing of  the party’s Central Committee. The
only advertised topic on their agenda is a
resolution on the party’s history. It will be
the third in the party’s 100­year existence.
The fi�rst,  in 1945, and the second, in 1981,
were  triumphs  for  Mao  and  Deng  respec­
tively, consolidating their grip on power at
crucial junctures. Mr Xi’s ability to secure
one of his own suggests that he has quelled

any  meaningful  opposition  to  extending
his rule at a party congress that is due to be
held late in 2022. The resolution will be “an
extraordinary  demonstration  of  power”,
says Jude Blanchette of the Centre for Stra­
tegic  and  International  Studies,  a  think­
tank in Washington. 

The plenum is  the second­to­last con­
clave of the Central Committee before the
fi�ve­yearly congress, and a crucial one for
setting its tone. Next year’s event will mark
a decade of Mr Xi’s  leadership. By  loosely
established convention, it would be his po­
litical farewell. But he is all but certain to
secure another term. In the past year, once
again, he has been working hard to silence
critics and crush potential rivals, purging
the security apparatus, promoting political
allies  and  showing  the  party’s  muscle  by
unleashing regulators on big private fi�rms.
Before the congress he will probably make
his  choice  (in  secret)  of  replacements  for
senior offi�cials who are expected to retire
at a meeting of the national legislature in
March  2023.  They  include  a  new  prime
minister and domestic­security chief. 

The resolution on history has been cir­
culated among senior offi�cials, but its con­
tents will not be made public until after the
plenum ends on November 11th. Speeches
by Mr Xi and the writings of offi�cial com­
mentators off�er clues. It is expected to cel­
ebrate the party’s achievements, minimise
the horrors unleashed by Mao and suggest
that Mao, Deng and Mr Xi have shared the
same vision. The reigns of Mao and Deng
will be presented as essential preliminary
phases before the start of Mr Xi’s “new era”.
Mao helped the Chinese people “stand up”
after  a  century  of  humiliation  by  foreign
powers.  Deng  set  China  on  a  path  to  “get
rich” after centuries of poverty. Now Mr Xi
is helping China to “get strong”. The resolu­
tion will hail Mr Xi’s judicious leadership
in managing social, economic and nation­
al­security challenges, and suggest a con­
tinuing need for his wisdom. 

Mr  Xi’s  predecessors  used  history  dif­
ferently  in  their  resolutions.  In 1945  Mao
justifi�ed  a  purge  of  his  enemies,  blaming
them  for  past  mistakes  so  he  could  posi­
tion himself as the unquestioned leader. In
1981  Deng’s  resolution  said  that  Mao  had
made serious mistakes and that the Cultur­
al Revolution of 1966­76 had been a “grave
blunder”,  causing  chaos.  By  criticising
Mao, albeit cautiously, Deng rebuilt public
support for the party and freed his hand to
pursue free­market reforms. 

But  history  presents  a  diff�erent  chal­
lenge to Mr Xi. On the party’s left wing are
neo­Maoists who have long agitated for a
restoration  of  their  hero,  and  have  criti­
cised Deng, whom they blame for such pro­
blems as corruption and inequality. On the
right are those who worry (very privately)
that China is sliding back towards a Mao­

Xi Jinping is rewriting history to justify his rule for years to come
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style  dictatorship  and  losing its commit­
ment to Deng’s reforms.

Mr Xi has declared that neither Mao nor
Deng should be used to “negate” the other.
He does not want a history fi�lled with mis­
takes and contradictions, nor one that rais­
es  questions  about  one­man rule. He be­
lieves the collapse of the Soviet Union was
hastened by a failure to protect the legacies
of  Lenin  and  Stalin.  He  has campaigned
vigorously  against  “historical nihilism”—
essentially anything that casts the party’s
past  in an unfavourable  light. Tomes that
excavate Mao’s worst mistakes, once toler­
ated, are now strongly discouraged.

A new offi�cial history of the party, pub­
lished  in  February,  gives  a glimpse of Mr
Xi’s  preferred  approach.  It touches only
briefl�y on the Cultural Revolution. It does
not  mention  the  famine caused by the
Great Leap Forward that killed tens of mil­
lions, nor any casualties in the crushing of
the pro­democracy protests at Tiananmen
Square in 1989. The section on Mr Xi’s ten­
ure  takes  up  more  than  a quarter of the
book. Mr Xi’s predecessors, Hu Jintao and
Jiang Zemin, are given much less space.

The  new  resolution  will suggest that
China needs Mr Xi in order to fulfi�l long­
term goals such as turning the country into
a  “great  modern  socialist  nation” by 2035
and  a  “prosperous”  and  “strong” one by
2049, the 100th anniversary of the People’s
Republic.  It  will  probably mention his
“common prosperity” campaign to reduce
inequality and his “dual circulation” strat­
egy to make the economy more resilient to
external  shocks  like  the pandemic and
trade disputes with America. It is expected
to  describe  a  grim  international environ­
ment,  though  America  and its allies may
not be named. And it will probably repeat
the  party’s  ritual  language about Taiwan,
saying it must be reunited with the main­
land. China’s failure to retake Taiwan has
been  a  sore  point  for  every leader since
Mao. The resolution is sure to mention Mr
Xi’s call for the “great revival of the Chinese
nation”  by  2049,  which  suggests that he
aims to secure reunifi�cation before then. A
specifi�c promise is unlikely.

In anticipation of the plenum, the pro­
paganda apparatus has begun cranking out
fawning  articles  about  Mr Xi’s wisdom,
hoping,  it would seem,  to foster enthusi­
asm for the idea that he will carry on rul­
ing.  On  November  1st  People’s Daily, the
party’s mouthpiece, began publishing a se­
ries  of  editorials  under  the title “Crucial
decisions  in  the  new  era”. They hail the
party’s achievements since it was founded
in 1921, and praise Mr Xi’s contributions to
them. From Mr Xi’s perspective, the resolu­
tion  “not  only  has  to  look back over the
past, but it has to look to the future”, says
Joseph  Fewsmith  of  Boston University.
And  according  to  Mr  Fewsmith, Mr Xi
thinks, “The future, c’est moi.” n�

Military strategy

An unpacific
contest

When america and the Soviet Union
raced each other to build ever­larger

nuclear arsenals during the cold war, Chi­
na ambled disdainfully. It did not detonate
its fi�rst nuclear weapon until 1964 and kept
only a few hundred warheads compared
with the tens of thousands piled up by the
superpowers. To this day it maintains it
will never be the fi�rst to use nukes in a war.
Even so, China is sprinting to catch up.

In its latest annual assessment, the
Pentagon says China’s stockpile of nuclear
warheads, which last year it reckoned to be
in the “low­200s”, could triple to about 700
by 2027 and will probably quintuple to
1,000 or more by 2030. That is sharply
higher than America’s previous forecast
that the arsenal would double in size by
then. That would still leave it smaller than
America’s or Russia’s: those countries each
have about 4,000 warheads.

The report’s conclusions explain Amer­
ica’s alarm about China’s military modern­
isation. Hitherto the greatest worry has
been about its conventional arms, notably
its growing ability to overwhelm and in­
vade Taiwan, and stop America from com­
ing to the rescue. Now the anxiety is
spreading to the nuclear domain.

Speculation about the nuclear build­up
mounted in June and July, when research­
ers spotted that China was building hun­
dreds of missile silos in Gansu, a western
province, and in Xinjiang, its neighbour.
Then the generals were stunned by China’s
testing of a new weapon—a hypersonic
glide vehicle mounted on a large rocket—

that  could  deliver  a  nuclear  warhead  at
high speed while evading anti­missile de­
fences. The chairman of the joint chiefs of
staff�, General Mark Milley, said it was close
to  being  a  “Sputnik  moment”—the  shock
America  felt  when  the  Soviet  Union  sent
the fi�rst satellite into orbit in 1957. 

The  Pentagon  believes  China  is  build­
ing  fast­breeder  reactors  to  make  more
weapons­grade  plutonium;  may  already
have created a full “triad”, ie, the ability to
launch nuclear weapons from the land, sea
and air; and is expanding its early­warning
systems, with help from Russia. 

All  told, China is shifting to a “launch
on warning” doctrine. Rather than rely on a
minimal deterrent to retaliate after an ini­
tial  nuclear  attack,  China  would  hence­
forth  fi�re  at  the  fi�rst  sign  of  an  incoming
strike,  even  before  the  enemy  warheads
have landed. This posture is akin to that of
America and Russia, notes James Acton of
the Carnegie Endowment, a think­tank in
Washington, “but increases the risk of in­
advertent launch, such as a response to a
false warning”. 

Some Chinese strategists have debated
moving to “mutual assured destruction”—
the  doctrine  that  animated  both  super­
powers in the cold war—and even have dis­
cussed  when  it  would  make  sense  to  be
fi�rst to use nuclear weapons. They have al­
so  considered  low­yield  weapons  that
could be used in a limited manner, without
initiating all­out nuclear war.

Why  should  China  be  building  up  its
nukes?  After  all,  America  and  Russia  this
year extended the New start treaty, which
limits  their  arsenals.  America  is  thinking
of reducing the role of nuclear weapons by
declaring that their “sole purpose” is to de­
ter or retaliate against nuclear attack.

One reason is China’s worry that its ar­
senal is too small to survive an American
fi�rst strike. Many of its warheads could be
destroyed by nuclear weapons or accurate
conventional  missiles;  any  remaining
ones that are launched might then be taken
out by America’s anti­missile systems.

China  is  modernising  its  land­based
missiles  by  building  mobile  launchers
with solid­fuel rockets, which are easier to
hide and quicker to fi�re than older models.
It is also working on its triad. As well as de­
ploying  more  nuclear  submarines  with
ballistic  missiles,  China  has  brought  into
service  the  h6­n bomber,  which  can  also
launch such a weapon. And it has deployed
an earlier version of a hypersonic missile,
the df­17 (pictured).

Xi Jinping, China’s leader, says he wants
to  build  a  “world­class”  military  force  by
2049, the centenary of the Communist Par­
ty’s takeover, as part of the “great revival of
the Chinese nation”. A powerful country, it
seems, must have powerful nuclear forces
to match—especially if it is going to stand
up to America. n�

WASHINGTON, DC

The Pentagon warns that China is fast
building up its nuclear arsenal  

Hypersonic and hypervigilant 
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Ethiopia’s civil war

A battle for the capital looms

Few could have imagined it would come
to this. When the civil war began almost

a year ago to the day, Abiy Ahmed, Ethio­
pia’s prime minister, promised a swift mil­
itary  operation  to  bring  to  heel  the  Ti­
grayan People’s Liberation Front (tplf), the
ruling party of the rebellious Tigray region.
The goal, he said, was to bring its leaders to
justice for attacking a base that housed fed­
eral  troops.  In  less  than  a  month  federal
Ethiopian forces, backed by paramilitaries
from the Amhara region as well as troops
from Eritrea, to the north, had captured al­
most  all  of  Tigray,  including  Mekelle,  its
capital. tplf leaders disappeared into the
mountains. Abiy declared victory. 

Since  then  the  tplf has  staged  such  a
dramatic  comeback  that  it  may  now  be
poised to launch an assault on Addis Aba­
ba, the Ethiopian capital and seat of the Af­
rican Union. The tplf’s leaders, who con­
trolled the central government for almost
30 years until they were ousted after mas­
sive  protests  ushered  Abiy  into  power  in
2018,  claim  they  are  advancing  south  at  a
speed  reminiscent  of  the  last  time  they
captured  the  city,  as  a  battle­hardened

band of guerrillas three decades ago. 
As  panic  mounted  on  November  2nd,

Abiy declared a nationwide state of emer­
gency and urged ordinary citizens to pre­
pare  to  fi�ght  to  defend  the  city,  stirring
fears  that  the  capital  of  Africa’s  second­
most­populous  country  could  turn  into  a
battleground. America advised its citizens
in Ethiopia to pack their bags.

Whether the rebels are indeed capable
of advancing that far is unclear. In recent
days  they  have  claimed  control  of  Dessie
and Kombolcha in Amhara, both strategi­
cally  important  towns,  but  they  are  still
more than 250km (156 miles) from the cap­
ital.  The  tplf also  says  its  forces  are
marching east into the Afar region in what
looks like a bid to control the road­and­rail
link to Djibouti.

Meanwhile  another  rebel  group,  the
Oromo  Liberation  Army  (ola),  says  it  has
joined forces with the Tigrayans and is pre­
paring to cut the roads into the capital. The
federal government has not acknowledged
any  of  this.  Communication  blackouts  in
much of the north make it hard to assess
competing claims.

What is not in doubt is that the federal
army is on the back foot. On November 1st,
in a tacit admission that its control of the
town was shaky,  the government accused
Tigrayan  forces  of  massacring  a  hundred
young men in Kombolcha. A day earlier the
regional government in Amhara imposed a
curfew and shut government offi�ces, say­
ing that all state resources, including gov­
ernment vehicles, should be redirected to
the war eff�ort. In Addis Ababa authorities
ordered  residents  to  register  their  guns
and organise by neighbourhoods.

Recriminations are already fl�ying. Abiy
has alleged that foreign mercenaries were
fi�ghting alongside the tplf in Dessie. Oth­
ers  accuse  domestic  “traitors”  of  sharing
battlefi�eld  intelligence  with  the  enemy.
Dawit Mehari, an Amhara activist, says dis­
illusioned Amhara are beginning to point
the fi�nger at the federal government itself.
“Some think that an interest group inside
the government actually wants the nation­
al defence force to fail,” he says.

Fearing that ethnic violence could spin
out  of  control,  America  has  urged  the  re­
bels to halt their advance. “We oppose any
tplf move to Addis or any tplf move to be­
siege Addis,” said Jeff�rey Feltman, Ameri­
ca’s special envoy for the Horn of Africa. Ti­
grayans in Addis Ababa are being rounded
up.  “People  are  being  kidnapped  on  the
street,”  frets  a  part­Tigrayan  resident.
Some  have  asked  foreign  embassies  for
shelter.  Yet  many  observers  also  worry
about  confl�ict  between  Oromos  and  Am­
haras,  the  two  most  populous  groups,

ADDIS ABABA

As diplomacy fails and panic spreads, Tigrayan rebels are making a dramatic 
push towards Addis Ababa
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which could easily erupt if the ola attacks
Addis Ababa. Both groups have competing
claims of ownership over the city. “There is
a real, palpable sense of fear,” says a West­
ern diplomat in the capital. 

Abiy’s  emergency  decree  provides  for
sweeping powers of arrest as well as draco­
nian restrictions on free assembly, move­
ment and on any media which the govern­
ment  deems  to  back  the  tplf.  It  also  ap­
pears  to  lay  the  ground  for  military  con­
scription. For weeks the Amhara regional
government has been sending busloads of
young  men,  some  armed  with  machetes
and  knives,  into  battle.  An  adviser  to  the
prime  minister  told  the  state  broadcaster
on  October  31st  that  mass  mobilisation
would be needed to defeat the rebels. 

Foreign  governments  are  scrambling
for a peace plan. On November 2nd Ameri­
ca  announced  that  it  would  freeze  duty­
free access for Ethiopian goods under the
African Growth and Opportunity Act. It is
also expected to slap sanctions on offi�cials
if the warring parties do not negotiate. 

Yet such diplomacy may already be too
late.  Abiy’s  government  is  denouncing
calls for talks as an aff�ront to its sovereign­
ty. And as Tigrayan forces have advanced,
their appetite for negotiations has waned,
too. “What kind of negotiations can there
be  with  such  a  criminal  government?”
Tsadkan Gebretensae, one of the tplf’s top
commanders, asked in a recent  interview
with a Tigrayan broadcaster. 

Then there is the problem of the Eritre­
an  forces,  which  joined  Abiy’s  troops
shortly after the war broke out a year ago.
Eritrea’s president, Issaias Afwerki, is a bit­
ter foe of the tplf. Between 1998 and 2000
the  newly  independent  Eritrea  fought  a
bloody  border  war  against  Ethiopia,  then
dominated by the tplf,  that cost perhaps
100,000  lives.  Since  the  tplf  recaptured
most of Tigray in June, the Eritreans have
been quiet, seeming to bide their time for a
fi�nal showdown. “A peaceful settlement is
unacceptable for Issaias, because it would
legitimise the tplf,” says a seasoned Ethio­
pian analyst. So the battle for Addis Ababa
inches nearer by the day. n�
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Hegemon no more

Jacob zuma, South Africa’s former presi­
dent, was fond of saying that the African

National Congress (anc) would rule until
Jesus came back. Given his party’s perfor­
mance in local elections on November 1st,
“Christ alive!” would be an understandable
reaction. The anc won about 46% of the
vote—the fi�rst time it has dipped under
50% in a nationwide ballot since apartheid
ended in 1994. The results suggest that if
there is to be a second coming, it is unlike­
ly to be by the party of Nelson Mandela.

The anc’s slide has two causes. First,
black South Africans, who are 80% of the
population and constitute the anc’s base,
were more likely to stay at home than mi­
norities, who tend to support other parties.
Turnout in townships, which are nearly all
black, was 40­45%, estimates Dawie
Scholtz, a psephologist. By contrast 55­65%
of voters in suburbs, which are more
mixed, went to the polls. The second is that
more of the black South Africans who vot­
ed chose parties other than the anc.

Most South Africans feel that the anc is
no longer a party that will improve their
lot. Polls show that jobs are the most press­
ing issue. More than a third of the overall
labour force—and two­fi�fths of the black
one—is unemployed. Real gdp per person
is lower than it was 15 years ago. Food pric­
es are around 10% higher than a year ago.
Corruption, endemic under Mr Zuma, en­
dures despite the better intentions of his
successor, Cyril Ramaphosa. Public servic­
es such as electricity, water, schools and
hospitals are crumbling.

A fragmented politics is replacing anc

hegemony. The offi�cial opposition, the
Democratic Alliance (da), won a little more
than 21% of the vote, a higher share than
some in the party feared, but down from its
high of 27% in the previous local elections
in 2016. It again struggled to woo blacks,
many of whom distrust what they see as a
“white party”. At the same time it shed

some long­standing voters, especially Afri­
kaners (whites of mainly Dutch descent)
and “coloured” (mixed­race) South Afri­
cans. Some in these groups voted for iden­
tity­based parties such as the Freedom
Front Plus, a right­wing Afrikaner outfi�t. If
Mr Ramaphosa’s faction in the anc and the
da constitute the centre of South African
politics, it is not holding.

Other identity­based parties and popu­
lists also made gains. In parts of KwaZulu­
Natal, home to many members of South Af­
rica’s largest ethnic group, the Zulus, the
anc lost ground to the Inkatha Freedom
Party, a Zulu nationalist group. Some of
this shift partly refl�ected events in July,
when mass unrest broke out after the im­
prisonment of Mr Zuma, a Zulu, for defy­
ing a court order—riots that Mr Ramapho­
sa denounced as “acts of violence based on
ethnic mobilisation”. Mr Zuma was soon
released on medical parole, though he cer­
tainly seemed sprightly when he turned up
to vote with one of his wives.

Elsewhere, including in the city of Dur­
ban, the hard­left Economic Freedom
Fighters (eff�) under the fi�ery Julius Male­
ma picked up support. In Johannesburg
the Actionsa party, a right­wing populist
outfi�t founded only last year by Herman
Mashaba, the former da mayor of the city,
won around 16% of the vote.

All of which means that, under South
Africa’s system of proportional representa­
tion, coalitions will be required to govern
more towns and cities. As in 2016, there
was no outright winner in Johannesburg,
Port Elizabeth or Pretoria. The same is now
true of Durban, once an anc stronghold.
The anc is increasingly a rural party. Al­
though it usually does better in general
elections, these results suggest that there
could be a coalition at the national level
after the next one, in 2024.

That could mean a pragmatic, moderate
alliance between Mr Ramaphosa’s anc and
the da. But not necessarily. There is a
chance Mr Ramaphosa may not make the
ballot. His many opponents within the
anc may try to blame him for this week’s
poor results, although polls show he is
more popular than his party. And his party
may prefer to work with smaller rivals like
the eff� rather than the da. If it does, South
Africa will be dragged to the investor­scar­
ing populist left.

Southern Africa’s ruling parties can
seem immovable. Angola, Botswana, Mo­
zambique, Namibia and Zimbabwe are all
governed by the same parties that took ov­
er after white rule ended. But not all are
popular; some rig elections to stay in of­
fi�ce. In Malawi and Zambia voters have re­
cently voted opposition parties into power.
The anc sees itself as exceptional because
it negotiated an end to apartheid. But these
results show that if it fails to improve peo­
ple’s lives, its hegemony will end. n�

JOHANNESBURG

Local elections suggest the ruling party
will need coalitions to stay in charge

When’s the party over?
South Africa, municipal elections, % of vote

Source: Electoral Commission of South Africa
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As world leaders gather in Glasgow

to commit to urgent global climate

action and build back better, the

size of the economic opportunity

from the clean energy transition

is becoming clearer than ever.

All 197 countries have pledged to

pursue efforts towards limiting global

temperature rise to 1.5°C above pre-

industrial levels, the hallmark of the

2015 Paris Agreement. This includes the

first ever ‘net-zero G7’, a historic set of
commitments secured under the UK’s
Presidency. Many of these commitments

are in legislation - adding to the 2368

climate laws already on the statute books.1

Bolstering these government

commitments there are now over

4470 companies and 250 financial
institutions in the United Nations’ Race
to Zero. Together, business, investor and

governmental net-zero commitments
cover around 80% of global GDP2,

affirming there has never been a stronger
and clearer signal of public and private

support to phase out fossil fuel use.

Energy accounts for around three quarters

of global emissions, which means that

international actions to keep 1.5 degrees

alive have the potential to drive a clean

energy transition which is unprecedented

in scale and opportunity. Economist

Impact calculates that 1.5°C compatible

investments into sectors including

clean power generation, electricity

grids, electrified road transport, green
steelmaking, and clean hydrogen, could

support more than 20 million jobs and add

around 4% to GDP globally by 2030. The
markets expected to grow most quickly

and attract most investment are those

with clear, ambitious and supportive

policies, such as the EU, US and Chile.

Net-zero power in the US represents a
$1.5 trillion-dollar investment to 2030

with the prospect of creating over a

million jobs. A clean UK power sector

stands to gain hundreds of thousands of

jobs, while adding 2.4% to GDP by 2030.
Research from the Economics of Energy
Innovation and System Transition project

estimates that government programmes

have driven cost reductions of 85% in

PV globally and for LEDs in India.3

As hosts of COP26, the UK has been

driving international collaboration to

multiply the growth of clean energy

markets, jobs and GDP. Government
backed collaborations such as the Energy

Transition Council, Powering Past Coal

Alliance, Green Grids Initiative-One
Sun One World One Grid and the Zero
Emissions Vehicle Transition Council are

co-creating transformative solutions,

agreeing shared targets and facilitating

the global transfer of technology and

knowledge. An Oxford University study

estimates the costs of clean energy

technologies could be up to 45% cheaper

in 2030 if we work together to deploy

them quickly.4 The International Energy

Agency found that without international

collaboration, the transition to net-

zero could be delayed by decades.5

By aligning our efforts, we can quickly

cross tipping points where clean

solutions become the most affordable,

accessible and attractive options in each

greenhouse-gas emitting sector of the

global economy - helping to meet the

Sustainable Development Goals, as well
as avoiding dangerous climate change.

ADVERTISEMENT

SIZING THE ENERGY TRANSITION
Less pollution, more jobs

Clean power sector

Electrified road transportation

Green steel

Clean hydrogen

ECONOMIC IMPACTS OF SELECT SECTORS 

BY 2030 IN A NET-ZERO PATHWAY

Learn more:
https://impact.economist.com/sustainability/sizing-the-energy-transition
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Protecting the Congo basin

Money for old trees

Gabon, a small, family­run petrostate
in west Africa, may seem a rather odd

campaigner against global warming. Once
Africa’s fi�fth­largest oil exporter, it profi�ted
from the world pumping more carbon di­
oxide into the atmosphere. Now, however,
it hopes to benefi�t by helping the world to
avoid overheating—and by encouraging
rich countries to pay African ones to keep
their forests standing. Its advocacy got a
boost on November 2nd when the leaders
of more than 100 countries pledged at the
cop26 summit to end deforestation by
2030. To help that happen, rich countries
promised to stump up billions of dollars.

At least 85% of Gabon, which lies on the
equator at the edge of the Gulf of Guinea, is
covered in steaming jungle. It is one of six
countries that form the massive forest of
the Congo basin—the world’s second­big­
gest tropical rainforest, after the Amazon—
which sucks in carbon dioxide through
photosynthesis and turns it into leaves and
branches. (Cameroon, the Central African
Republic, the two Congos and Equatorial
Guinea are the other fi�ve.) Gabon is not the
largest of this group of carbon sinks, but its
president, Ali Bongo, is the most eager to
off�er to protect his country’s forests in ex­
change for cash from rich countries.

Gabon’s argument is simple. Large rain­
forests such as those in the Congo basin
provide a service to the world by sucking
millions of tonnes of carbon from the air.
Since performing this service provides no
income, there has been little incentive for
poor countries to protect their forests
when they could instead profi�t by chop­
ping them down for timber or clearing
them for farming.

The potential benefi�ts are large. “The
stock of carbon in the Congo basin adds up
to six years of total global emissions,” says
Lee White, Gabon’s environment minister,
adding that Gabon alone absorbs the
equivalent of one­third of France’s carbon
emissions each year. Although Gabon
emits only around 25m tonnes of carbon a
year, it sequesters about 140m tonnes, he
reckons. Yet the six countries in the Congo
basin used to suck far more carbon from
the air than they do now. The Democratic
Republic of Congo, which has the largest
expanse of jungle of the six, is losing
500,000 hectares of it a year through defor­
estation. It will need some incentive to
stop the chop. And countries such as Ga­
bon, which have been protecting their for­

ests, should be rewarded for having done
so, argues Mr White.

The consequences of not doing so  go
beyond emissions. Mr White says the for­
ests cause rain to fall across the Ethiopian
highlands, the Nile valley and the southern
rim of the Sahel. If these places dry  up,
waves of hungry people may spread across
Africa, making the continent more prone
to turmoil. Many will also head to Europe.

The deal struck at cop included a pledge
by 12 countries to provide $12bn in public
funding to protect and restore forests. The
countries, which include America, Germa­
ny, Japan and Britain, hope that will  also
open the taps to private funding. Quite
how this money will be spent is not  yet
clear. But several ideas are gaining ground.

Eats, shoots and LEAFs
One is to pay countries that can show they
have reduced emissions by preserving for­
ests. The leaf Coalition, a partnership of
governments and big fi�rms, has raised $1bn
for this purpose. Another is that countries
or companies may sell “green bonds” to fi�­
nance climate­related projects. Investors
keen to look green may pay a premium for
these, allowing issuers to borrow at  con­
cessionary rates. “If you stop deforesta­
tion, you should be compensated for  for­
going other forms of economic develop­
ment,” says Andrew Mitchell, a climate sci­
entist who founded the Natural Capital

Finance Alliance. “Forests should be worth
more alive than dead.” 

It  is  not  just  governments  that  could
raise  money  using  green  bonds,  but  also
private fi�rms such as the African Conserva­
tion Development Group, a Mauritius­reg­
istered  company  led  by  a  South  African,
Alan  Bernstein,  that  wants  to  mix  virtue
with profi�t, and help fi�nance its eff�orts by
selling  $300m  worth  of  green  bonds  to
companies wishing to off�set their own car­
bon emissions. It has bought a huge con­
cession  at  Grande  Mayumba,  on  Gabon’s
south­west coast, investing $200m in sug­
ar,  rubber,  fi�shing,  forestry,  cattle­ranch­
ing, and—for the very rich—eco­tourism. 

Mr  Mitchell  is  confi�dent  that  African
green  bonds  will  eventually  take  off�.  But
for  the  moment  markets  are  still  wary  of
buying any sort of African bond, let alone
newfangled green ones. One worry is poli­
tics,  as  Gabon’s  example  illustrates.  If  in­
vestors are to pay more for green bonds fi�­
nancing forests, they would have to be cer­
tain  that  the  carbon  absorbed  within  the
trees  would  be  contained  there  for  many
years. Many may wonder what might hap­
pen if, for example, Mr Bongo’s regime in
Gabon were to fall? 

The question is far from academic. The
Bongo family has run Gabon as a patron­
age­ridden  fi�ef  for  54  years;  no  one  pre­
tends it is a democracy. At its most recent
election,  in  2016,  it  was  obvious  that  the
main  challenger,  Jean  Ping,  had  actually
won. Moreover, Mr Bongo suff�ered a seri­
ous stroke three years ago and may not be
well enough to run again. Should he die, it
is  unclear  if  his  Eton­educated,  half­
French son Noureddin, not yet 30, would
seek to replace him, presumably using the
regime’s usual tricks.

Without  the  backing  of  Mr  Bongo,  it
may not be certain that Mr White would be
able to continue to protect the forest. As it
is, his position is somewhat improbable. A
56­year­old white Briton, he is an expert on
biodiversity, gorillas and forest elephants.
For nearly ten years he ran Gabon’s nation­
al parks, until two years ago, when an ille­
gal­logging  scandal  was  exposed  over  the
illicit export of kevazingo, a reddish hard­
wood. In the fallout the president fi�red his
vice­president and environment minister,
and replaced the latter with Mr White.  

He has won widespread admiration for
promoting  tree­hugging  and  animal­cod­
dling in Gabon, thereby bolstering Mr Bon­
go’s  claim  to  be  Africa’s  green  champion.
But his policy is far from popular with the
many  villagers  whose  crops  are  routinely
trampled by unruly elephants. A standard
cry  among  Gabonese  tired  of  the  ruling
family  runs,  “Ali  Bongo  prefers  elephants
and trees to people.” It  is a sentiment the
leaders at the cop will need to get to grips
with, if their plans to protect Africa’s for­
ests are to come to fruition. n�
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Rainforests in the Congo basin provide a service the world should pay for
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Algeria, Morocco and Western Sahara

The disputed desert

The tea was highly caff�einated, but the
mood was dour. As the night wore on,

the sound of artillery could be heard in the
distance. Fifteen or so Sahrawi soldiers had
set up camp under one of the rare thickets
in the Western Saharan desert. The youn­
gest  among  them,  looking  no  older  than
teenagers, scoured the sky for surveillance
drones. “War is the only way,” said one. A
little before midnight a radio operator re­
ceived news that Moroccan batteries were
opening  fi�re.  Then  came  the  thunderous
echo of falling missiles.

The  decades­old  confl�ict  between  Mo­
rocco and the Polisario Front, a nationalist
movement  seeking  independence  for
Western Sahara, is heating up again. Over
the past year Morocco has logged with the
un more than 1,000 “incidents” of Polisa­
rio fi�ring on its units, though Polisario says
it  has  staged  more  attacks  than  that.  The
fi�ghting has mostly involved artillery duels
along  the  world’s  longest  frontline—a
2,700km (1,700­mile) wall of sand, or berm,
built by the Moroccan army and sown with
mines. Polisario commanders say a dozen
of their soldiers and as many civilians have
been killed. Morocco offi�cially denies that
the war has resumed.

But the war is aff�ecting the wider region
in ways that are undeniable—most notably
by  feeding  the  rivalry  between  Morocco
and Algeria, which supports Polisario. The
confl�ict  in Western Sahara contributed to
Algeria’s  decision  to  cut  diplomatic  ties

with Morocco in August. Algeria has since
stopped supplying natural gas to the king­
dom  through  the  Maghreb­Europe  pipe­
line. That may hurt Spain too, which also
receives gas from the pipeline and is in the
midst of an energy crisis. Meanwhile, the
Biden  administration  has  been  tied  in
knots by Donald Trump’s decision in 2020
to  break  the  international  consensus  and
recognise  Morocco’s  sovereignty  over
Western  Sahara.  Decades  after  the  fate  of
the disputed territory was to have been de­
cided, it is still causing no end of trouble.

Broken promises
Morocco  and  Polisario  began  fi�ghting
around the time Spain, the colonial power,
withdrew from Western Sahara and Moroc­
co annexed the territory in 1975. In 1991 the
two  sides  agreed  to  a  ceasefi�re  and  a  un­
sponsored peace process designed to con­
clude with a referendum on independence
in  the  territory.  But  the  vote  never  hap­
pened,  thanks  in  large  part  to  Moroccan
obstructionism. The kingdom wants to use
a vague off�er of autonomy as the basis for
new negotiations. Polisario dismisses that
suggestion  and  says  the  ceasefi�re  is  over.
As  things  stand,  Morocco  controls  nearly
80% of Western Sahara. Polisario runs the
remaining part (see map on next page).

The feud between Morocco and Algeria
goes back even further. They fought a brief
war over their border after Algeria’s inde­
pendence  from  France  in  1962.  Algeria’s

support  for  revolutionary  movements
around the world has always made Moroc­
co’s monarchy uncomfortable. But Algeri­
an  offi�cials  claim  Morocco  is  fomenting
unrest in their country by backing armed
groups, such as Islamists during Algeria’s
civil  war.  That  prompted  Algeria  to  close
the border in 1994 (it remains closed). This
year it was reported that Morocco had tar­
geted the phones of Algerian offi�cials with
spyware.  Algeria  also  said  the  kingdom
supported  groups  allegedly  involved  in
starting  fi�res  in  northern  Algeria,  and
blamed  it  for  a  bombing  that  killed  three
Algerian truck drivers on November 3rd.

Polisario’s actions come with the bless­
ing  of  Algeria,  which  hosts  the  group’s
leaders and  many  humbler  Sahrawi  refu­
gees. “We are facing a war situation,” says
an  Algerian  diplomat.  The  country  has  a
habit of backing guerrilla movements. Al­
geria hosted Che Guevara, trained a young
Nelson Mandela and invited Yasser Arafat
to address the un in 1974, shining a spot­
light on the Palestinian cause. Last year Al­
geria railed against Morocco for establish­
ing diplomatic ties with Israel as part of the
deal that saw America recognise Moroccan
control of Western Sahara.

Algeria’s motivations are also strategic,
though. If Polisario controlled Western Sa­
hara, Algeria would gain access to the At­
lantic  and  easier  routes  into  west  Africa,
while Morocco would be hemmed into the
north­west  corner  of  the  continent.  In­
stead  it  has  watched  Morocco  exploit  the
territory.  The  kingdom’s  portion  of  West­
ern Sahara comes with phosphates, oil and
fi�shing rights. It has sought to cement its
hold  on  the  territory,  off�ering  Moroccans
who move there generous subsidies. This
policy may also help to sway the vote if Mo­
rocco is ever forced to hold a referendum
on Western Saharan independence.

The kingdom has spent billions of dol­
lars fi�xing up Western Sahara. Many of the
buildings in Laayoune, the capital, look as
if they have been built rather recently, in­
cluding the consulates opened by a grow­
ing number of African countries. The city
of Dakhla, on the coast, was a fi�shing ham­
let four decades ago. Now it is a burgeoning
resort,  packed  with  kite­surfers.  A  large
port, aimed at supplying west Africa, is be­
ing built. Lorries ply the coastal road con­
necting Western Sahara—and thus Moroc­
co—to the wider region. The kingdom’s de­
ployment  of  troops  into  a  un­patrolled
buff�er zone to clear the road of protesters
last year helped spark the current fi�ghting.

Morocco  has  long  been  a  low­cost
manufacturing  hub  for  European  fi�rms.
Lately  it  has  tried  to  cultivate  allies  and
trade  links  in  sub­Saharan  Africa.  After
boycotting the African Union for 32 years
over its inclusion of Western Sahara, Mo­
rocco returned in 2017. King Mohammed vi

has opened dozens of new embassies and

DAKHLA AND MAHBES

Things are heating up in Western Sahara, aggravating the old rivalry 
between Algeria and Morocco
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consulates on the continent; most of Mo­
rocco’s foreign investment goes to sub­Sa­
haran  Africa.  This  has  paid  off�:  less  than
half  the  au’s  members  now  recognise
Western Sahara. In general, Morocco’s in­
fl�uence  in  Africa  is  growing—as  Algeria’s
wanes. When two Moroccan truck drivers
were killed crossing the Sahara earlier this
year,  jihadists  were  blamed.  But  Western
diplomats suspect Algeria, trying to thwart
Morocco’s push south, played a role. 

The  situation  in  Western  Sahara  com­
plicates  Morocco’s  foreign  relations  else­
where. In September the General Court of
the European Union annulled fi�shing and
agriculture  agreements  between  the  eu

and  Morocco  because  they  included  the
territory.  (An  appeal  is  pending.)  Earlier
this year the kingdom allowed thousands
of would­be migrants to descend on Ceuta,
a Spanish enclave, because Spain had ad­
mitted Brahim Ghali, the leader of Polisa­
rio, for treatment for covid­19. Morocco al­
so fell out with Germany over its “negative
attitude” towards Western Sahara.

In October the un Security Council ex­
tended  minurso,  the  un‘s  peacekeeping
mission in Western Sahara, and called for
the resumption of talks. A new un envoy,
Staff�an de Mistura, has been appointed for
the territory. But America’s position is con­
fusing  matters.  The  resolution  extending
minurso called for “self­determination of
the  people  of  Western  Sahara”,  a  phrase
added  by  America,  reportedly  at  the  re­
quest of Russia. That would seem to con­
fl�ict with America’s offi�cial position of re­
cognising Moroccan control. President Joe
Biden has yet to say whether he will main­
tain that stance, which critics argue sets a
dangerous precedent.

Channelling their anger
Polisario  leaders,  based  in  refugee  camps
near the Algerian city of Tindouf, say that
Morocco’s  manoeuvring  left  them  no
choice but to break the ceasefi�re. But they
were  also  under  pressure  at  home.  The
173,000  Sahrawi  refugees  in  Algeria  are
growing restless. They say it hasn’t rained
in  Tindouf  in  years  and  that  their  herds
have been struck by disease. International
aid has fallen. Yet Algeria seems intent on
keeping the Sahrawis in the camps so that
they don’t abandon the struggle. Polisario
worries that the frustration could boil over
or lead to radicalisation. “The situation is
like  a  volcano  which  could  erupt,”  says  a
Sahrawi journalist.

The fi�ghting has bought the leadership
time. But young Sahrawis now want to es­
calate. “They don’t feel that we are in a true
war yet,” says Bachir Mustapha, an adviser
to  Mr  Ghali.  Malainin  Lakhal,  a  Sahrawi
diplomat,  agrees.  Young  Sahrawis  “want
attacks”,  he  says.  “They  want  prisoners.
They want to see big operations like in the
1970s  and  1980s.”  Many  of  them  have

signed up for military training. Sahrawis
living abroad have made gruelling ten­day
trips through the Mauritanian desert to
link up with Sahrawi forces and skirt Alge­
ria’s covid­related travel restrictions.

The war has put wind in Polisario’s sails
for the fi�rst time in years. What comes
next, though, is not clear. Mr Mustapha
promises a “second phase” of fi�ghting. “All
the leadership is for this,” he says. But Pol­
isario’s military capacity declined during
the ceasefi�re and is nowhere near that of
Morocco. It is normal to see Sahrawi offi�­
cers well into their 70s commanding sol­
diers in their early 20s. Algeria’s support
would be essential if things were really to
kick off�. Polisario hopes Algeria will see the
war as a chance to revitalise the country’s
drifting foreign policy.

Some in Polisario want to pursue other
tactics, such as attacking deeper in Moroc­
can­occupied territory. It is “much more
than a possibility”, says Mohamed Wali
Akeik, who was recently named chief of
staff� of the Sahrawi army. “Companies and
consulates, airlines and other sectors” are
all potential targets, he says. Much of this
may be bluster. Polisario likes to claim that
its artillery barrages and raids are under­
mining Moroccan morale. It hopes any es­
calation will make Morocco uncomfort­
able enough to make concessions.

Morocco’s troops, though, are digging
in along the frontline. Its surveillance
drones patrol the skies over Western Saha­
ra; in September it received a fi�rst batch of
Turkish combat drones. Morocco’s mili­
tary spending rose by 29% last year. Algeria
fears it will work with Israel to impose its
will on the region. Moroccan offi�cials voice
support for Algeria’s Berber separatists and
suggest that its ruling generals should re­
turn to the barracks. Algeria, in turn, has
moved troops to the border. Diplomats say
it is working with the Wagner Group, a con­
troversial Russian security fi�rm.

There is little chance that Polisario will

achieve its dream of independence for
Western Sahara. Some observers think that
is for the best. Without the support of Mo­
rocco, an independent Sahrawi state might
struggle. It would have help from Algeria,
which is richer than Morocco thanks to
abundant hydrocarbons. But Algeria itself
is in turmoil. Eff�orts to wean the economy
off� oil and gas have faltered. Big protests in
2019 led to the president’s resignation. The
public, though, sees the new one as a pup­
pet of the army. The state is preoccupied
with cracking down on groups associated
with the pro­democracy Hirak movement.

Nae to autonomy
Morocco is better prepared for the future. It
is home to Africa’s largest car and plane
manufacturers and its fastest trains. Over
60% of Moroccans have received two jabs
of covid­19 vaccine, compared with 10% of
Algerians. More than a third of the coun­
try’s energy comes from renewables. Yet
Sahrawis on the Moroccan side have plenty
to be unhappy about. Those who talk of in­
dependence say they are denied jobs. Ac­
tivists are hounded by the police. As for
Morocco’s off�er of autonomy, Sahrawis
point to the repressive monarchy. It would
not be like Scotland in Britain, they say.

Of course things are worse on the other
side of the berm, where many Sahrawis
have spent their whole lives in dusty
camps. Some took part in the Hirak—and
have thoughts about Polisario’s leadership.
Mr Ghali is 72. Yet Polisario’s greying lead­
ers seem disinclined to hand over to a new
generation. For now, anyway, the focus is
on the war. No one trusts the un to fi�nd a
just peace. In the Boujdour refugee camp a
young Sahrawi woman says renewing the
old ceasefi�re is out of the question: “We
would not allow that.” The mood is the
same on the frontline, where a fi�ghter
called Omar stands armed and ready. “If
there are negotiations in the future, it will
be under the sound of guns,” he says. n�
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Italy

The Mario magic

For the past  six  months  Italians  have
been fl�oating from triumph to triumph.

It  began  in  May  when  an  Italian  band,
Maneskin,  won  the  Eurovision  song  con­
test.  In  July  their men’s  football  team be­
came Europe’s champions and in August,
at  the  Olympics,  their  male  sprinters  as­
tonished the sporting world, claiming gold
in the 100 metres and 4 x 100 metres relay.
In October an Italian scientist, Giorgio Par­
isi, shared the Nobel prize for physics.

Italy has meanwhile had what is, for it,
the novel experience of being governed by
an internationally respected prime minis­
ter, Mario Draghi, with a huge parliamen­
tary  majority  that  allows  him  to  turn  his
projects swiftly into law. Supported by an
eff�ective vaccination campaign, the econ­
omy  is  recovering  strongly.  On  October
28th Mr Draghi, a former president of the
European Central Bank, forecast economic
growth  this  year  of  “probably  well  over
6%”,  though  few  expect  Italy’s  gdp to  re­
gain  its  pre­pandemic  level  until  2022,
well  behind  America  and  Britain,  among
others.  But  Standard  &  Poor’s,  a  rating

agency, has revised its outlook for Italian
debt from stable to positive, and Italians
can look forward to a period in which their
government will be in a position—under
an obligation, indeed—to spend liberally
for the fi�rst time since the days of the post­
war, American­funded Marshall Plan.

Italy stands to be the biggest benefi�cia­

ry in absolute terms of the EU’s post­pan­
demic recovery project. From the core Re­
covery and Resilience Facility alone, it is
due to receive €191.5bn in grants and loans.
Such an infl�ux of cash cannot help but have
an impact on an economy that, even before
covid­19, had barely grown this century: in
real terms, Italy’s gdp in 2019 was only 4%
above its level in 2000, thanks to a combi­
nation of slow growth in even the best
years and big declines in the bad ones. Real
gdp per person was 1% lower over the per­
iod, compared with increases of 16% in
France and 24% in Germany. Oxford Eco­
nomics estimates that over the next three
to four years the eu’s recovery project will
add on average a helpful annual 0.5 per­
centage points to Italian gdp growth.

Enzo Moavero, a professor at luiss uni­
versity in Rome who has served as a non­
party minister in three recent govern­
ments, warns that the real challenge for Mr
Draghi will be to deliver sustainable
growth at or preferably above the European
average. This, he reckons, will require “ef­
fective reforms that lead to thoroughgoing
structural change.”

The eu’s recovery project is designed to
address that issue. It makes the allocation
of funds contingent on specifi�c reforms
and investments aimed at improving the
growth prospects of member states. Italy
has so far been given an initial €25bn with
no strings attached. But it will have to sat­
isfy a daunting 51 requirements by the end
of the year to qualify for the next tranche.

ROME

Italy’s new prime minister has had a good nine months. But there is a lot left to
do, and not much time to do it in 
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And it could struggle to meet the target. A
report to the cabinet on September 23rd re­
vealed that at that point only 13 of the 51 ob­
jectives had been reached. 

Italy’s  reform  programme  is  not  the
problem; that is ahead of schedule. In May
a  package  was  approved  that  simplifi�ed  a
wide  range  of  bureaucratic  procedures.
And a shake­up of the criminal­justice sys­
tem is about to be implemented. A further
reform, focusing on civil justice, is in the
pipeline.  Offi�cials  say  that  legislation  to
promote competition is also coming soon.

The  problem  is  with  investment.  The
outstanding foot­draggers appear to be the
ministry of tourism, which at the time of
the report had yet to implement any of the
six investments for which it is responsible;
and  the  department  for  ecological  trans­
ition, which had implemented only one. 

Looking  beyond  the  end  of  this  year,
two  doubts  arise.  The  fi�rst  concerns  the
fate of legislation after it is handed out for
implementation at the sub­national level.
“In Italy, the intention of policies is all too
often  lost  in  translation,”  says  Paolo  Gra­
ziano, who teaches political science at the
University of Padua. There is a shortage of
the  necessary  project­management  skills
among offi�cials charged with implement­
ing complex programmes—a shortcoming
the Draghi government says it has begun to
address. But another reason, says Fabrizio
Tassinari of the European University Insti­
tute in Florence, is that “secondary legisla­
tion  becomes  hostage  to  vested  interests,
from local authorities to trade unions.”

A  further  doubt  centres  on  Mr  Draghi
himself. He is known to want the presiden­
cy, which becomes vacant in February, and
if he were chosen he would have to resign
as prime minister. Even if he does not be­
come head of state, he is unlikely to remain
in government after a general election that
has  to  be  held  by  the  spring  of  2023,  and
may well come sooner.

On  October  18th  mayoral  candidates
from the Democratic Party (pd) were elect­
ed in Rome and Turin, completing a clean
sweep of Italy’s biggest cities by the centre­
left. But the pd and its allies are weaker in
the  provinces.  Polls  continue  to  suggest
that  Italy’s  next  government  will  be  a  co­
alition dominated by two parties that have
long  been  critical  of  the  European  Com­
mission:  the  Brothers  of  Italy  (fdi)  party,
which  has  links  to  neo­fascism,  and  the
hard­right Northern League. 

Those close to Mr Draghi argue that his
departure need not lead to a radical break.
His  government  has  established  bureau­
cratic  mechanisms  for  steering  and  con­
trolling  the  fl�ow  of  the  recovery  money
that will, with luck, outlive it. And future
governments will be just as constrained by
the  deadlines  the  commission  imposes
and  loth  to  forfeit  the  fl�ow  of  cash  from
Brussels by failing to meet them.

Perhaps. But the League, which is a part
of the coalition underpinning Mr Draghi,
and the fdi, which is not, are both wedded
to policies and interests that are at odds
with the reforming thrust of the recovery
plan. The League has already succeeded in
parrying it in one important area. A signif­
icant weakness of the Italian economy is
that, while taxes on labour are too high,
those on property are too low. Mr Draghi’s
government moved to adjust the balance
by changing the criteria used in the land
registry in a way that would have boosted
the revenue from property. But he ran into
determined opposition from the League’s
leader, Matteo Salvini. As a result, the
changes will not now come into eff�ect un­
til 2026; and even then they will not be
used to calculate tax liability.

“I am more positive now than I was a
year ago,” says Nicola Nobile of Oxford Eco­
nomics. “But I still consider a permanent
improvement in Italy’s economic pros­
pects to be an upside scenario rather than a
base case.” n�

The rise of the Brothers

Italy, voting intention, main parties, %

Source: National polls
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Portugal

The contraption
crashes

Ageringonça is pleasing to say, but dif­
fi�cult to operate. The Portuguese term,

sometimes translated as “contraption”, re­
fers to a device patched together from odd­
ly fi�tting parts. Although the governing ar­
rangement  that  António  Costa,  Portugal’s
prime  minister,  assembled  in  2015  was
dubbed  the  geringonça,  it  proved  surpris­
ingly durable. But on October 27th it fi�nally
fell apart, as two left­wing partners voted
down his budget, triggering elections two

years early—a rare occurrence in Portugal.
Though  the  budget  was  expansive,

splashing  out  on  free  kindergarten  and
other  goodies  and  increasing  the  mini­
mum wage, it was not lavish enough for Mr
Costa’s radical allies, the Portuguese Com­
munist Party  (pcp) and the Left Bloc  (be).
Marcelo  Rebelo  de  Sousa,  the  president,
had announced in advance that if it failed,
he would call elections. If he was hoping to
put pressure on the parties to seal the deal,
the gamble failed. 

The parties are scrambling to infl�uence
the  electoral  timetable.  Most  want  elec­
tions on January 16th,  to avoid prolonged
instability. But the calendar is complicated
by the plans of the biggest opposition par­
ty,  the  Social  Democrats  (psd),  a  centre­
right outfi�t despite its name, to hold lead­
ership  elections  on  December  4th.  That
would leave the winner scant time to pick
candidates  for  the  general  elections.  One
psd candidate,  Paulo  Rangel,  is  lobbying
Mr  Rebelo  de  Sousa  (who  hails  from  the
psd himself) to hold the elections later, to
allow  the  party  time  to  regroup.  The  cur­
rent leader, Rui Rio, wants to postpone the
primary instead. The president was due to
announce the date on November 4th.

After an inauspicious start Mr Costa has
won  respect,  not  least  in  neighbouring
Spain (where the centre­left Socialists also
depend  on  a  far­left  party,  Podemos).  His
Socialists  came  second  in  2015’s  election,
then toppled the short­lived minority psd

government, cobbling together a majority
with the be and pcp, previously considered
untouchable by the moderate Socialists. 

The  then­president  required  a  written
agreement between the parties: the be and
pcp never joined the government but made
clear  commitments  of  support.  But  Mr
Costa  increased  his  party’s  seat  count  in
2019’s elections. Mr Rebelo de Sousa decid­
ed not to insist on a formal agreement be­
fore  blessing  the  second  geringonça.  The
Bloc and the Communists, weakened and
unbound by any deal, were sure to fl�ounce
out at some point. 

Some think Mr Costa might have been
happy for them to do so now. Portugal’s co­
vid­19 vaccination rate, 87%, is one of the
world’s highest. He can point to decent gdp

growth  and  falling  unemployment  until
the pandemic (which in 2020 caused gdp

to plunge further than in any year since the
1930s). He has kept the defi�cit, which made
Portugal a ward of the European Union and
the  imf after  the  fi�nancial  crisis,  low
enough to win international respect. 

But this has come at the cost of public
investment: Portugal’s is thought to be the
lowest in the eu in 2020 and 2021. Salaries
are  low  by  Western  European  standards:
the  minimum  wage,  at  €775  ($900)  a
month,  is  around  €300  less  than  Spain’s.
Many Portuguese head abroad to work. 

If  Mr  Costa  nonetheless  does  well,  he

LISBON

Snap elections are called after the
prime minister’s allies desert him
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might be able to govern with smaller, more
tractable allies than the ones that have just
let him down. Miguel Maduro, an ally of Mr
Rangel  in  the  psd leadership  contest,
wants  to  return  to  an  informal  arrange­
ment where whichever of the two biggest
parties ends up with the second­largest tal­
ly of seats agrees not to try immediately to
topple  a  minority  government  led  by  the
other one. 

But all the moderate parties are warily
watching Chega, a far­right party with just
one  deputy  now,  but  worryingly  strong
support in the polls. Mr Rangel refuses to
govern with Chega. (Mr Rio has been more
equivocal.)  If  Chega  squeezes  the  other
parties, any new government will be tricky.
Portugal  may  be  joining  a  new  European
normal:  shrinking  established parties,
growing extremes and complex coalitions,
a kind of permanent geringonça. n�

Farmers in southern Italy are culti­
vating avocados and mangos. Tropical

creatures such as the rabbitfi�sh are turn­
ing up in Mediterranean nets. And Bor­
deaux winemakers fret that their Merlot
grapes may become extinct. Fifty years
ago all this would have been unthink­
able. But since the early 1980s rising
temperatures have forced some farmers
to swap grapes for passion fruit. 

Italy and France have long been proud
of their cuisines. Both countries jeal­
ously guard the rules that say only ham
made in Parma can be called “Prosciutto
di Parma”, and only fi�zzy wine made in
Champagne can be called champagne.
Roquefort, that most celebrated of blue
cheeses, was given special protection by
the parliament of Toulouse in 1550. 

The fact of having been grown some­
where famous has traditionally been
seen as a guarantee of quality. But cli­
mate change could upset that. Take
polenta, a popular Italian dish consisting
almost entirely of ground maize. High
temperatures and drier weather have
already reduced maize yields in southern
Italy. If this pattern continues and
spreads northwards, will Italian polenta­
makers have to order their maize from
elsewhere? And what about durum
wheat, which grows abundantly in Medi­
terranean lands and is used to make
pasta, fl�atbreads and couscous? Model­
ling suggests that durum yields will
sharply fall there if the temperature
keeps on rising.

So should gourmands worry about the

future of spaghetti? Gabriele Cola, a
researcher at Milan University, is opti­
mistic about the short term. “I don’t see
crops at serious risk, because farming is
more informed and technologically
capable, so it can always respond to
changes,” he says. Increased irrigation
can counter the eff�ects of drought. Scien­
tists may also breed more resistant vari­
eties of crops.

But in the long run deeper change
seems likely. If temperatures rise un­
abated, farmers in northern Europe may
fi�nd they can grow southern staples;
polenta may invade Germany. And
southern locavores may have to adapt. If
tropical fruit continue to thrive in Sicily,
could ham and pineapple pizza one day
be considered authentically Italian?

Global warming and food

Hot cuisine

How will climate change aff�ect gastronomy?

Georgia

Heavy vetting

Queen yulia spends  her  nights  lip­
synching  in  a  cheap  wig  and  a  disco­

ball bra. Sometimes she does so on a plastic
horse.  She  is  one  of  a  handful  of  profes­
sional drag queens in Georgia. She is also a
co­owner of Success Bar, the country’s only
avowedly  gay  pub.  (Some  other  clubs  in
Georgia run occasional gay nights.) Before
she  made  a  living  on  stage,  she  was  in
charge  of  “face  control”  for  the  bar.  For
bouncers at most other venues, that means

maintaining an air of exclusivity by letting
in only stylish folk. For Queen Yulia and se­
curity guards at other lgbt events in Geor­
gia,  it  means  screening  out  bigots  who
might turn violent. 

This is hard. Hatred, unlike a cool out­
fi�t, is not instantly visible. Partygoers hop­
ing to attend a gay night at Bassiani, a near­
by club, must submit their names, dates of
birth, links to their Facebook profi�les and
even  passport  numbers  days  in  advance.
The  party’s  security  team  then  screen  for
signs of prejudice before allowing anyone
to hit the dance fl�oor. Nomadic Boys, a tra­
vel  blog  catering  to  gay  tourists,  advises
clubgoers  in  Tbilisi  to  “avoid  entering  in
big groups” and “keep silent as the bouncer
scans you”, lest innocent punters be taken
for violent homophobes. Such scrutiny is
needed in Georgia, where violence against
gay people is alarmingly common. 

On  July  5th  anti­gay  rioters  ransacked
the headquarters of gay­rights groups that
had  planned  a  pride  march  that  day.  The
thugs injured dozens of journalists cover­
ing  the  attack.  One  cameraman  who  was
beaten later died, though the cause of his
death remains unclear. Irakli Garibashvili,
Georgia’s prime minister, called the pride
march a “propagandistic parade”. He said it
ought to have been cancelled, since 95% of
Georgians oppose its message. The march
planned for Tbilisi wasn’t  like pride cele­
brations in other European capitals where
revellers throw condoms around, says Nia
Gvatua,  another  co­owner  of  Success  Bar.
We  were  just  trying  to  walk  down  “one
fucking street”, she says. 

Gay Georgians are used to having their
events  disrupted.  In  2019  bigots  threw
smoke  bombs  at  a  screening  of  a  gay  ro­
mance  fi�lm.  In  2013,  as  activists  marked
May 17th, a day on which activists world­
wide decry homophobia and transphobia,
rioters threw stones at pro­gay demonstra­
tors and tried to lynch a man they thought
was  gay,  says  Amnesty  International,  an
ngo.  The  next  year,  the  head  of  Georgia’s
Orthodox  church  chose  to  designate  the
same day as an annual celebration of fam­
ily values. 

Most Georgians think gay sex is immor­
al. In a survey in 2018 by the International
Social Survey Programme, 84% said it was
always wrong. That was a higher share than
in the Philippines, Russia or Turkey. 

Success Bar thus off�ers an island of tol­
erance. Gay people can mingle, dance and
have sex in the Dark Room, a dimly lit sec­
tion  of  the  bar.  That  is  handy.  More  than
40% of Georgians live in multigeneration­
al  households.  Grandma’s  watchful  eye
makes  sex  at  home  awkward  for  anyone,
but especially for gay couples.

Tight security keeps clubgoers safe, for
the  most  part.  According  to  Queen  Yulia,
gay­bashers  sometimes  create  fake  Face­
book profi�les, posing as gay, to get into her

TBILISI

Bouncers at gay clubs screen patrons
for homophobia 
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bar. Once inside, they fi�gure out who is gay
or trans so that they can attack them later,
outside. They tend to avoid fi�ghts inside
the bar, where they are outnumbered.

Covid­19 restrictions and the fear of vio­
lence left Georgia’s gay nightlife shuttered
for months. Success Bar reopened in Octo­
ber. On its fi�rst day back, two gay activists
were arrested outside the bar, supposedly
for breaking a covid curfew.

Queen Yulia no longer feels safe in
Georgia. Since the attack on July 5th, life
for lgbt people has become worse, she
says. She takes taxis everywhere now be­
cause she “can’t take two steps” on the
street without getting yelled at or beaten.
She is saving money to leave the country.
Others are leaving, too. For those who re­
main, the party goes on, but so does the
struggle for acceptance. n�

Germany’s Turks

From guest worker
to citizen?

It was not poverty or ambition that drew
Irfan  Demirbilek  to  Germany  from  Tur­

key in 1968, but the lure of its splendid cars.
Spotting a queue outside an employment
offi�ce in Istanbul one day, Mr Demirbilek,
an  electrician  who  had  long  dreamed  of
having  his  own  wheels,  decided  to  join
them in applying to work in West Germany.
The countries had signed a “guest­worker”
deal  in  1961,  and  a  brief  spell  earning
Deutschmarks would suffi�ce for an Opel or
vw Beetle. A few months later Mr Demirbi­
lek was on a three­day train to Cologne, his
head full of excitement and apprehension.

As with so many Turkish guest workers,
his brief German sojourn turned out to last
a  lifetime (and several cars, he chuckles).
Now 84, he is sitting with his wife at a the­
atre in Düsseldorf, where the pair have just
been garlanded with fl�owers in a ceremony
to mark the 60th anniversary of the guest­
worker  treaty.  The  moment  has  off�ered
Germany  a  chance  to  refl�ect  on  the  com­
plex history of what is now a 2.75m­strong
Turkish minority, its largest by a distance. 

Three­quarters  of  a  million  poor  and
largely unskilled Turks came to West Ger­
many  during  the  12  years  the  agreement
was in force. (Family reunifi�cation, and lat­
er  waves  of  political  exiles,  boosted  the
numbers  further.)  Talk  to  guest  workers
and their descendants and you hear com­
plex family histories: of immigrants vacil­
lating between return and staying; women
struggling  to  make  sense  of  a  place  to
which  they  had  no  economic  or  cultural

link;  and  “suitcase  children”  tossed  back
and forth between the two countries.  

Germany, too, went through agonies, as
its  Gastarbeiter became  a  permanent  mi­
nority in a country with little understand­
ing of itself as a land of immigration. Inte­
gration policy came late, and was halting.
First­generation Turks often  lived  in dor­
mitories  in  enclaves  where  encounters
with Germans were rare. Learning German
was  seldom  needed  for  the  manual  work
most performed. Children could be placed
in migrant­only classes on the assumption
they would one day go “home”; the gifted
were often held back from the best schools.

Public  distrust  found  expression  in
government policy. In 1983 Chancellor Hel­
mut Kohl, who wanted to halve Germany’s
Turkish population, off�ered guest workers
repatriation  payments.  It  was  not  until
2014  that  Turkish­Germans  born  in  the
country could retain dual citizenship into
adulthood. Today some 1.5m residents, in­
cluding nearly two­thirds of adults, do not
have  a  German  passport.  (The  incoming
coalition  is  discussing  reform  of  Ger­
many’s citizenship laws.) Xenophobic vio­
lence,  common  in  the  1990s,  is  still  a
threat:  four  Turkish­  and  Kurdish­Ger­
mans  were  among  the  ten  victims  of  a
mass shooting in Hanau last year. 

The  reality  for  most  is  more  prosaic.
Germany’s  Turks  own  some  90,000  busi­
nesses,  employing  half  a  million  people.
They  have  spread  beyond  well­known
neighbourhoods such as Marxloh in Duis­
burg  or  Mülheim  in  Cologne  to  suburbs
and  rural  areas.  Turkish­Germans  are  fa­
miliar faces from football to fi�lm. Eighteen
won seats in the Bundestag in September’s
election. But diffi�culties persist. Children
with  a  Turkish  background  are  likelier  to

drop  out  of  school  and  earn  less  at  work
than  other  Germans,  even  when  family
background  is  accounted  for.  Zerrin  Sali­
kutluk,  an  expert  on  integration  at  Hum­
boldt University in Berlin, describes stud­
ies suggesting that  teachers’  low expecta­
tions  for  Turkish  pupils  tend  to  reduce
their  grades.  Germans  with  Turkish­
sounding  names  still  face  discrimination
in housing and hiring. 

Such  problems  should  dwindle  over
time, though others have emerged. Recep
Tayyip Erdogan, Turkey’s autocratic presi­
dent, has directly appealed to Turkish­Ger­
mans who struggle to fi�nd a place in Ger­
many—and has exported his own country’s
turbulent  politics.  At  times  of  strain  be­
tween the two governments, surveys fi�nd
that a growing number of young Turks say
they feel drawn to Turkey. Hakan Demir, a
newly  elected  Turkish­German  mp for
Neukölln, a diverse district in Berlin, says
local children enjoy provoking him by call­
ing  themselves  Ausländer (foreigners),
something  he  does  not  hear  from  older
constituents. Well­integrated Turks bristle
at having their loyalties questioned. 

Even Germany’s belated recognition of
the  achievements  of  its  migrants  often
comes  wrapped  in  well­meaning  conde­
scension. “The labels have changed,” says
Meral Sahin, a wedding­shop proprietor in
Cologne, reeling off� half a dozen of them,
from “guest worker” to “foreign resident”.
But, she adds, they always said more about
the Germans using them than the people to
whom they were applied. Ugur Sahin and
Özlem Türeci, the Turkish­German scien­
tists behind the BioNTech covid­19 vaccine,
have expressed unease at the politics of be­
ing held up as immigrant role models.

Germany has learned from some of its
mistakes. It quickly channelled Syrian and
other migrants from the 2015­16 wave into
language  and  integration  courses.  Yet,
notes  Nesrin  Tanç,  a  Duisburg­based  au­
thor, for all the commemorations Germany
still  lacks  an  overarching  story  capacious
enough  to  include  Germans,  Turks  and
other  groups.  Such  notions  can  seem  ec­
centric,  even  dangerous,  in  a  country
where patriotism is regarded with queasi­
ness  for  obvious  historical  reasons.  But
since people with a “migrant background”,
in the German argot, are more than a quar­
ter of the population, the need for a unify­
ing narrative has only grown. 

At  a  recent  ceremony  to  honour  guest
workers,  Frank­Walter  Steinmeier,  Ger­
many’s  president,  urged  his  compatriots,
Germans and Turks alike, to “develop a his­
tory together” in which the contribution of
all  German  residents  could  be  acknowl­
edged and celebrated. Germany, now rap­
idly ageing, is once again crying out for for­
eign labour. When the next wave of recruit­
ment  from  abroad  takes  place,  previous
episodes will provide valuable lessons. n�

COLOGNE AND DÜSSE LDORF

After 60 years, Germany is still
confused about its Turkish population

You say guest, I say entrepreneur 
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Noisy neighbours

The british government is easily distracted. At the g7, it was
sausages that knocked its concentration. Leaders gathered in

Carbis Bay in June to discuss the pandemic and climate change.
Instead they found Boris Johnson, their British host, embroiled in
an  argument  with  the  eu about  the  export  of  chilled  meats  to
Northern Ireland. At cop26, the environmental jamboree in Glas­
gow in Scotland, it was fi�sh. Mr Johnson argued with France over
the fate of a few dozen fi�shing licences in the Channel Islands.

Britain’s  relationship  with  the  eu has  a  habit  of  interfering
with set­piece events. France threatened to ban British boats from
its ports, as well as jam up freight heading to and from Britain with
extra checks. In turn Britain threatened to sue France for breach­
ing the terms of a trade deal between the eu and Britain, agreed on
with a mixture of stress and haste at the end of 2020. Two nato al­
lies, nuclear powers and partners on the un Security Council with
a combined gdp larger than Japan’s, issued threats over a fi�shing
industry  worth  only  about  0.1%  of  it—though  they  managed  to
park the issue for a few days while the bigwigs were in town.

Fishing illustrates the Richard Scarry rule: politicians are terri­
fi�ed to mess with workers whose jobs are often depicted in chil­
dren’s books, since voters have a romantic view of farmers, fi�re­
fi�ghters,  cops,  etc.  So  fi�ghts  between  national  fi�shing  fl�eets  can
swiftly escalate, until prime ministers and presidents are slapping
each other with fi�gurative fl�ounders. The eu keeps such squabbles
in check between its members, but Britain has left the club. Dull
meetings  of  a  fi�sheries  council  have  been  replaced  by  a  British
minister dashing across the Channel for talks to avert a trade war. 

Franco­British ties have often frayed. When all went well, it led
to good things such as  jointly developing Concorde, the world’s
fi�rst supersonic passenger jet. When things went poorly, it led to
bad  stuff�,  like  the  operational  performance  of  Concorde,  which
lost lots of money and then fi�zzled out. When both countries were
in the eu, it took larger disputes, such as Iraq, to strain the rela­
tionship. Now, even scallops can blow things off� course. 

Take away bodies like the eu, which tie governments together
in ceaseless dialogue, and friction is inevitable. Neighbours row,
no matter how well­tempered they usually are. Across the Atlan­
tic, local hegemon America frequently squares up against Canada,

the most placid neighbour imaginable, over everything from tim­
ber to milk. Japan and South Korea are both rich democracies fear­
ful of authoritarian neighbours and allied to America, but they do
not let that get in the way of a reliably spiky relationship. 

Although the eu is skilled at soothing things between its mem­
bers, that can make things more complex for its neighbours. Otta­
wa  can  speak  to  Washington  directly,  without  having  to  worry
much  about  bilateral  relations  between  Canada  and  Montana.
When Britain tries to deal with its eu neighbours, it now faces an
overlapping matrix of legal and political authority, between the eu

and national governments. At times, the British government still
clings  to  the  false  hope  that  convincing  a  few  big  countries  is
enough  to  sway  the  eu.  The  opposite  is  the  case:  those  that  are
most  aff�ected  by  an  issue  hold  the  pen  on  controversial  fi�les,
whether  they are  large or small. Other governments back them,
building  up  favours  that  can  be  repaid.  The  eu is  complicated.
Dealing with it is complicated, too. 

Britain is hardly alone in enduring a rocky relationship with
the eu. So do most of the club’s neighbours and allies. Turkey, os­
tensibly  an  ally  but  more  usually  an  annoyance,  is  a  constant
thorn.  The  club  often  clashes  with  America,  another  economic
power used to having its way. Switzerland’s relationship (the most
similar to Britain’s) is often barbed. For an example of somewhere
that usually has a calm relationship with the eu, the best options
are Norway or Liechtenstein, which is less a country than the an­
swer to a pub­quiz question. Britain is too large to accept being
pushed around but too small to force its way. 

Perpetual arguments beckon, says Samuel Lowe of the Centre
for European Reform, a think­tank. When the row over fi�sh passes,
attention will turn to Northern Ireland, a more serious problem.
The British government wants to overhaul the Northern Ireland
protocol, which oversees trade involving the province. Depending
on how it does it, this could trigger an all­out trade war between
Britain and the eu, or, at best, months of negotiations. When that
issue passes, others will fl�are up, whether on data protection, fi�­
nancial regulation or British exporters facing a carbon border­tax.

The  threat  is  not  the  rows  themselves,  but  the  opportunity
costs of dealing with them. Britain and France will remain strong
military allies. In the midst of the row, a French sub popped up in
Faslane,  which  is  home  to  Britain’s  nuclear  subs.  The  Lancaster
House treaties, in which the two countries tied their armed forces
together, still stand. Such agreements do not collapse overnight.
But they can wither if there is little political desire to keep them
watered. Amid the noise, the longer­term damage being done can
be silent. Don’t worry about the bang; fear the whimper. 

We need to talk

After Brexit, offi�cials in Britain and the eu come together almost
only  in  crisis  or  confrontation.  Rather  than  regular  meetings
aimed  at  solving  problems  before  they  appear,  diplomats  talk
when  things  have  already  gone  wrong.  Politicians  will  always
scrap, whether inside or outside the eu. But there are now fewer
forums for diplomats to heal the wounds. Even America and the
Soviet Union had a red phone. European history is one of grumpy
relations between neighbours. The eu did not exist, so they had to
invent it. Over 60 years, an apparatus emerged to stop small tech­
nical arguments becoming big political headaches. Brexit means
having to reinvent a space for arcane policy discussion between
Britain and its European neighbours. Until it does, public fi�ghts
over scallops or sausages will be too tempting to resist. n�

Charlemagne

Rows between Britain and the eu are inevitable, but need not be harmful
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Political lobbying

Tory sleaze, again

There are things that democratic gov­
ernments are not supposed to do. They

are not supposed to change the rules of the
game  at  the  last  minute  because  they  are
going  to  lose.  They  are  not  supposed  to
make  it  easier  to  take  money  for  favours.
They are not supposed to force mps to do
things that make them hang their heads in
shame.  Yet  on  November  3rd  Boris  John­
son’s  government  did  all  this  and  more.
The father of  the House, Peter Bottomley,
declared  that  he  could  not  in  conscience
vote with his party. Younger Tory mps with
careers still to make looked embarrassed. 

On October 26th Parliament’s standards
committee  issued  a  damning  report  on
Owen Paterson, a veteran mp and leading
Brexiteer.  He  was  guilty  of  “an  egregious
case  of  paid  advocacy”  and  had  “brought
the  House  into  disrepute”,  it  said.  He
should  be  suspended  for  30  days,  long
enough to trigger a recall if enough voters
demanded  it.  Mr  Paterson  had  lobbied
ministers  and  offi�cials  on  behalf  of  two
companies, Randox, a clinical­diagnostics
fi�rm,  and  Lynn’s  Country  Foods,  a  meat

processor  and  distributor.  They  paid  him
more  than  £100,000  ($137,000)  a  year  be­
tween them for consulting work. 

The  report  brought  a  furious  rebuttal
from Mr Paterson and a fusillade of com­
plaints from his friends in Parliament and
the  media.  They  accused  the  standards
commissioner,  Kathryn  Stone,  of  bias
against  Tories,  particularly  Brexiteers,  of
having  used  the  two­year­long  inquiry  to
torment Mr Paterson (his wife, Rose, took
her  own  life  during  it)  and,  in  the  Daily

Telegraph,  of  wearing  a  nose­stud  and  re­
fusing to condemn the ira. 

If the Tories disagreed with the verdict,
they could have voted to reject the report or
reduce  Mr  Paterson’s  suspension.  Instead
Dame Andrea Leadsom, a former leader of
the  Commons,  tabled  an  amendment  to
create  a  new  committee  to  fi�x  “potential
defects”  in  the  disciplinary  system.  The
government then used its might to rescue
Mr Paterson by imposing a three­line whip
on its mps to vote for the amendment. 

His allies had little to say about the evi­
dence against him, probably because it was

overwhelming.  He  had  lobbied  ministers
and offi�cials not once but repeatedly, using
contacts acquired when he was secretary of
state for Northern Ireland and then the en­
vironment. He used his parliamentary of­
fi�ce  for  business  meetings,  and  parlia­
ment­headed  notepaper  for  lobbying.  He
claimed in his defence that he raised issues
of  food  safety  with  the  Food  Standards
Agency. But after that he made further at­
tempts to contact offi�cials and to promote
“Randox’s superior technology”. The com­
mittee concluded that “no previous case of
paid advocacy has seen so many breaches
or  such  a  clear  pattern  of  confusion  be­
tween the private and public interest”.

Instead, Mr Paterson’s supporters criti­
cised the process. Jacob Rees­Mogg, leader
of the house, argued that it had denied him
the right of appeal as required by “natural
justice”, a phrase he and other Tories used
with the reverence of Thomist scholars. In
fact, the system off�ers several chances for
reconsideration—the  standards  commit­
tee  can  reject  the  commissioner’s  report
and even if it does not, the House of Com­
mons has fi�nal say. The committee read all
the  evidence  Mr  Paterson  presented,  and
no court is obliged to listen to any and all
supporters a defendant nominates. 

Whatever the current system’s failings,
the government’s plan was worse. The new
committee was to dispense with the inde­
pendent commissioner and consist entire­
ly of mps, with a built­in Tory majority. It
made a nonsense of Mr Rees­Mogg’s talk of

The government has behaved disgracefully in protecting one of its mps from
justified censure 
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an appeals process: what sort of appeal
court is controlled by the governing politi­
cal party? Other parties said that their mps
would refuse to sit on it.

As if to acknowledge these shortcom­
ings, the government appeared to back
down as we went to press. It would, Mr
Rees­Mogg said, bring about reform on a
“cross­party” basis and break the link be­
tween Mr Paterson’s case and future cases.

Today’s system is itself the product of
the cash­for­questions imbroglio in 1994
and the parliamentary expenses scandal of
2009. Yet the government is now disman­
tling it to wish away another money­relat­
ed scandal. Almost a quarter of the 59 back­
benchers who signed Dame Andrea’s
amendment had previously been found in
breach of parliamentary standards. David
Cameron, the prime minister from 2010 to

2016, was recently hauled over the coals for
lobbying on behalf of Greensill Capital, a
fi�nancial company that later failed. Yet the
government has now protected yet another
Tory mp who used his offi�ce to lobby.

The Paterson aff�air looks likely to fur­
ther undermine public trust in politicians
in general and Tories in particular. How
will rich rewards for lobbying go down
with the Conservative Party’s new work­
ing­class voters in northern constituen­
cies? That mps voted for the amendment by
just 250 to 232, despite a government ma­
jority of 80 and a three­line whip, suggests
many Tory mps are uneasy. Mr Rees­Mogg
closed his speech by saying that “some­
times to do the right thing, one has to ac­
cept a degree of opprobrium”. The govern­
ment has just earned a great deal of oppro­
brium by doing the wrong thing. n�

Judicial independence

Government v judges

Tory claims that judges intrude too far into politics are wrong-headed

Ministers never like seeing their de­
cisions  overturned.  But  in  a  rules­

based system, they must usually live with
it. Yet Britain’s government has concluded
that such reversals happen too often—and
wants to change the rules to curb one pur­
ported cause, an obstructive judiciary. This
raises constitutional concerns.  

Exhibit one is a bill now going through
Parliament  that  seeks  to  curb  judicial  re­
views, in which senior judges consider the
legality or otherwise of a public body’s ac­
tions.  They  have  certainly  become  more
common  in  recent  decades.  Ministers
from both parties have at times sought to
limit  their  scope  or  even  stop  them  alto­
gether, partly to save money. The draft bill
is  actually  quite  mild.  But  it  includes  an
ouster  clause  that  would  prevent  judicial
review of controversial immigration cases.

David  Davis,  a  former  Conservative
minister, opposes the bill for this reason.
He fears that the ouster clause may become
a model for obstructing review of employ­
ment­tribunal  or  social­security  deci­
sions. Yet some prefer to broaden the bill
instead. Richard Ekins, an Oxford academ­
ic  who  runs  the  judicial­power  project  at
Policy Exchange, a think­tank, says exces­
sive judicial review has led unaccountable
judges into areas that should be decided by
politicians accountable to Parliament.

Some  ministers  agree.  Dominic  Raab,
the  lord  chancellor  and  justice  secretary,
has  criticised  some  judicial­review  deci­
sions, notably relating to Brexit. He wishes

to  stop  the  powers  of  Parliament  being
whittled away by what he characterises as
“judicial legislation”. To this end, he wants
an unspecifi�ed mechanism to allow Parlia­
ment  swiftly  to  “correct”  what  ministers
deem to be wrong judgments. Mark Elliott,
a Cambridge academic specialising in pub­
lic law, fi�nds this idea deeply troubling, es­
pecially if it is done through secondary leg­
islation or applied retrospectively.  

Yet it is favoured by Suella Braverman,
the  attorney­general.  In  a  recent  speech
she said judicial review was being used “as
a political tool by those who have already
lost  the  arguments”,  and  that  litigation

must not be the continuation of politics by
other means. She took aim at court rulings
in two Brexit cases: one that the process for
leaving  the  eu could  only  be  started
through primary legislation, the other nul­
lifying a prorogation of Parliament. 

It  seems  bizarre  that  law  offi�cers  nor­
mally  expected  to  defend  the  judiciary
should attack it instead. It is also mislead­
ing  of  critics  to  claim  that  the  judges  in
these two cases were trying to frustrate the
Brexit  referendum  (the  Daily Mail head­
lined its report on one “Enemies of the Peo­
ple”). In fact the judgments sought to bol­
ster  the  role  of  Parliament,  supposedly  a
big goal of Brexiteers.

A  similar  confusion  besets  another  of
Mr Raab’s targets: foreign judges. He wants
not  just  to  end  any  role  for  the  European
Court  of  Justice  in  Luxembourg,  but  to
overhaul the Human Rights Act, which ob­
liges  domestic  judges  to  take  account  of
rulings by the separate European Court of
Human  Rights  in  Strasbourg.  But  the
echr’s  role  derives  from  the  European
Convention  on  Human  Rights,  to  which
Britain is a signatory (indeed, British law­
yers wrote most of the treaty). To withdraw
would make Britain one of only two signif­
icant European countries outside its juris­
diction (the other is Belarus).

David Gauke, a former Tory lord chan­
cellor, points out that gutting the Human
Rights Act could, perversely, see more cas­
es going direct to Strasbourg. It would also
send an unhelpful signal about the impor­
tance of international law. Britain has long
been a fi�rm supporter of the concept. Any
reversal  would  be  especially  unfortunate
at  a  time  when  countries  such  as  Poland
and  Hungary  are  under  attack  for  under­
mining judicial independence.

This anti­judicial agenda seems at odds
with the separation of powers. Britain has
never been purist about this (Lord Mackay,
another former Tory lord chancellor, used
to say he was its antithesis, as a judge serv­
ing in the cabinet and also a member of the
legislature).  But  the  British  constitution
broadly accepts that the legislature, execu­
tive and judiciary should be separate.

If there is a problem, it is surely an over­
weening executive. Parliamentary scrutiny
of government can be feeble. A good exam­
ple, as it happens, was the Brexit trade deal,
which  saw  a  treaty  of  over  1,000  pages
rushed through with minimal debate (Tory
mps have only just woken up to the impli­
cations  for  Northern  Ireland  of  measures
they  enthusiastically  voted  for).  Under­
mining international law and intimidating
judges will hardly  improve checks on the
executive.  Some  45  years  ago  Lord  Hail­
sham, yet another former Tory lord chan­
cellor, talked of the risks of “elective dicta­
torship”. He had in mind a Labour govern­
ment, but his words may apply more to a
Conservative one. n�
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Blue Leviathan

The conservatives have undergone many transformations in
their time: from the party of the landed squirearchy to that of

the industrial bourgeoisie; from the post­war consensus to free­
market  radicalism.  Now  they  are  undergoing  another.  For  40
years, from the choice of Margaret Thatcher as its leader in 1975 to
David Cameron stepping down as prime minister in 2016, Tories
stood for small government. Today they are the party of big­gov­
ernment conservatism. 

The  budget  provided  a  vivid  illustration.  By  the  mid­2020s
public spending will be the highest, as a share of gdp, since the
mid­1970s. By the same measure, taxation will be its highest since
the early 1950s. But there is more to big­government conservatism
than the size of the state. There is the philosophy of the state as
well. And under Boris Johnson, the Conservatives have set them­
selves aims they think can be achieved only by big­state activism. 

The  most  obvious  is  “levelling  up”.  The  division  between
prosperous  south  and  deprived  north  goes  back  centuries:  read
Elizabeth Gaskell’s “North and South”, published in 1854. And Lon­
don’s economic pre­eminence is the result of natural agglomera­
tion.  Successful  banks  attract  others,  which  attract  accountants
and lawyers, which attract restaurants and art galleries, and so on.
Increasingly, the government seems to feel this cannot be coun­
tered without it intervening muscularly, for example by splashing
out on infrastructure and backing economic clusters.

Levelling up also involves reining in the over­mighty “liberal
elite”, from the bbc and academia to the legal system and civil ser­
vice. Tories like to refer to this elite as the “blob” because its mem­
bers all live in the same sorts of places (Islingtonia) and believe the
same sorts of things (“diversity”, meaning varied ethnicities rather
than viewpoints). The government thinks Brexit exposed a dan­
gerous gulf between liberal elites and the masses who pay their
salaries. And it worries that a “woke ratchet” is making that gulf
wider, as members of the elite try to impress each other by em­
bracing trans rights, critical race theory and cancel culture. 

The result is a fl�urry of state activism, including an academic­
freedom  bill  that  is  designed  to  prevent  the  no­platforming  of
speakers; a housing bill that gives locals a say over the appearance
of new buildings; a judicial review and courts bill that it says will

increase democratic oversight; a more confrontational stance to­
wards the bbc and legal profession, and a policy of moving civil
servants out of London and into the provinces. 

Some of this is political hardball. The Conservative Party cap­
tured huge swathes of northern England in 2019, and is pouring re­
sources into these new territories. It is increasingly the party of
the working class and the elderly, so picking a fi�ght with young
and middle­aged trendies makes sense. But the embrace of state
activism  also  means  an  evolution  in  conservative  thinking—or
perhaps, more accurately, a growing recognition of the diff�erence
between conservatism and classical liberalism. 

Legend has it that Mrs Thatcher used to pull Friedrich Hayek’s
“The Constitution of Liberty” from her handbag and declare: “This
is what we believe.” Yet the book’s postscript is called “Why I am
not a conservative”. Tories are returning to explicitly conservative
thinkers such as Edmund Burke, who said government was a “con­
trivance of human wisdom to provide for human wants. Men have
a right that these wants be provided for by this wisdom.” They are
concluding not only that market­fi�rst policies do not always pro­
duce conservative solutions, but that unleashing market forces in
academia and the legal profession coincided with a leftward move
in both, as universities embraced critical theory in various guises
and lawyers struck gold in human­rights law. Indeed, market forc­
es can undermine a conservative society’s foundations. Big gov­
ernment is then not an aberration, as Thatcherites contend, but a
tool to achieve conservative ends. 

In a democracy, conservatism relies on equality of opportunity.
The race of life, in which only some get prizes, is seen as illegiti­
mate unless everybody gets a  fair start. But  in  the past  four de­
cades the starting line has become more uneven, as the successful
have hoarded resources for their children, and wealth has become
more regionally concentrated. Seen in this light, conservatives are
duty­bound to embrace vigorous state action in order to restore
faith in the system.

Conservatism also depends on healthy communities, includ­
ing the nation state. In her glory days, Thatcher saw no tension be­
tween market and nation. The orgy of patriotism that followed the
Falklands war coincided with an orgy of money­making in the Ci­
ty. But the tensions have increased as Chinese competition has de­
stroyed manufacturing jobs and Amazon has laid waste to bricks­
and­mortar retailers. In 2019 the Conservatives’ election manifes­
to promised government action to spruce up town centres and im­
prove  bus  services.  Mr  Johnson  has  presented  labour  shortages
caused  by  tighter  immigration  rules  since  Britain  left  the  Euro­
pean Union as a chance to increase wages and productivity. 

Super-size me

Big­government conservatism is rife with problems and potential
problems. The government may pursue narrow party advantage
rather than tackle them: the choice of Nadine Dorries, a combat­
ively philistine mp, as culture secretary is hardly encouraging. It
may  also  override  the  few  checks  that  restrain  Britain’s  over­
mighty executive. The idea that “out­of­touch” lawyers need to be
subject  to  democratic  control  would  be  more  convincing  if  the
government  didn’t  treat  Parliament  with  such  contempt.  And
Thatcher’s warning that socialist governments “always run out of
other people’s money” applies equally to big­government conser­
vatism.  But  whatever  squalls or shipwrecks  lie  ahead,  Mr  John­
son’s Conservative Party is the party of government activism, rath­
er than government restraint. n�

Bagehot

The Conservatives are building a bigger, busier state, from raising taxes to stoking culture wars
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Forests and climate change

Up a tree

The world’s leaders may quail at clos­
ing  coal­fi�red  power  plants  or  raising

petrol prices, but they can be relied upon to
embrace  one  ally  in  the  fi�ght  against  cli­
mate  change:  the  tree.  For  all  his  claims
that climate change was a hoax, even Do­
nald Trump, as president, championed an
initiative to plant a trillion trees. Yet there
is cause for scepticism about the pact, an­
nounced  at  the  Glasgow  climate  summit
this  week,  to  put  an  end  to  deforestation
before the decade is out. 

The world has seen similar unenforce­
able  declarations  before.  In  2014  govern­
ments, companies and  ngos  promised  to
halve deforestation by 2020 and end it by
2030. The fi�rst target was missed, making
the  second,  to  which  many  of  the  same
countries  have  now  resubscribed,  a
stretch. And those trillion trees remain an
achievement chiefl�y of alliteration. 

Still, this week’s announcement is more
credible than previous pledges. This time,
Brazil  and  Indonesia,  both  deforestation
hotspots,  have  signed  up  (India  has  not).
Rich countries have promised to stump up
cash to protect and restore forests. All sig­

natories have  recognised  that  indigenous
people  are  best  placed  to  care  for  forests
they live in. At least as signifi�cant is a com­
mitment from the private sector, including
fi�nancial institutions, to uproot deforesta­
tion from their supply chains and invest­
ment portfolios. 

Slashing,  burning  or  thinning  trees  or
otherwise degrading ecosystems accounts
for 11% of emissions. Standing forests, by
contrast, serve as carbon “sinks”, breathing
in  a  net  7.6bn  tonnes  of  carbon  dioxide
each year. Programmes to plant and protect
forests will be essential to meeting the Par­
is agreement’s targets of limiting global av­
erage temperature rises to “well below 2°C”
above  pre­industrial  levels.  The  Paris
agreement calls for the amount of carbon
sequestered each year in sinks to equal or
exceed  human­made  emissions  “in  the
second half of this century”. 

This  has  spurred  national  and  cor­
porate strategies to hit net­zero emissions
through  forestry,  from  restoring  carbon­
rich peatlands to developing agroforestry.
China  and  India  have  vast  tree­planting
programmes. Russia, home to 20% of the

world’s forests, wants to use them to off�set
its  sizeable  greenhouse­gas  emissions.
Bhutan,  which  plausibly  claims  to  have
reached net­zero, can do so only by taking
credit  for  a  heavy  dose  of  forestry.  Myan­
mar is in a similar situation.

The  problem  is  that  the  world  lacks  a
shared,  sensible  system  for  valuing  the
contribution  of  trees  to  sequestering  car­
bon. This is an accounting puzzle of great
complexity.  Depending  on  whether  and
how it is solved, trees could wind up being
either part of the solution to global warm­
ing or part of the problem. 

The  accounting  standards  now  in  use
and new standards for a carbon market in
which forestry off�sets can be traded are on
the agenda in Glasgow. But quantifying the
carbon sequestered by any project, ensur­
ing benefi�ts are durable, providing consis­
tent, transparent data and weeding out bo­
gus schemes all pose thorny problems. 

The  natural  carbon  cycle  of  forests  is
self­regulating. Trees soak up CO2 from the
atmosphere, then return some of it when
they decompose or burn in wildfi�res. Over
time, new plants absorb that CO2.

Humans  are  distorting  things  in  two
ways. Deforestation and forest degradation
increase emissions by releasing stored car­
bon.  And  the  1.1­1.3°C  of  global  warming
that has come with the 2.5trn tonnes of CO2

already  added  to  the  atmosphere  further
increases  carbon  emissions:  more  warm­
ing means faster decay and more fi�res.

At the same time, carbon dioxide from
fossil fuels gives plants more to work with,

KYIV AND SÃO PAULO

If the world really loves forests, it should put a price on their carbon
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increasing the eff�ectiveness of some sinks.
But this is not an unqualifi�ed benefi�t: trees
migrating into the Arctic Circle thanks to
“carbon­dioxide  fertilisation”  are  darken­
ing land that had been snow­covered and
white.  Darker  lands  absorb  more  energy
from the sun, amplifying  the warming of
the polar region. 

All  these  ways  humans  aff�ect  forests,
and with them the atmosphere, are devil­
ishly complicated to disentangle from one
another—and from what would have hap­
pened  in  their  absence.  Some  standards
and methods are in place. Independent sci­
entists  and  the  bean­counters  of  the  un

Framework  Convention  on  Climate
Change  have  devised  a  shorthand  to  help
countries measure their exhalation and in­
halation of carbon. 

In  annual  greenhouse­gas  inventories
that  countries  submit  to  the  un,  changes
in emissions in land labelled as “managed”
are  deemed  to  be  anthropogenic.  What
falls under “managed” varies by country; it
can  include  everything  from  pastures  on
deforested  land  to  protected  forests  that,
while  not  actively  managed,  fi�refi�ghters
would defend if spark came to fl�ame. The
changes in emissions from managed land
thus include natural carbon cycling not di­
rectly aff�ected by human activity. 

In addition to enabling some fuzziness
around  what  counts,  this system  allows
countries  to  off�set  industrial  emissions
against  existing  forests.  For  example,
Myanmar’s latest greenhouse­gas invento­
ry shows it emits 8m tonnes of greenhouse
gases,  while  its  managed  forests  soak  up
96m  tonnes.  Although  the  country  still
burns fossil fuels, it can claim carbon neu­
trality  under  the  rules.  Myanmar’s  emis­
sions are a tiny fraction of the global annu­
al total of 52bn tonnes, so any fudging does
not matter much. 

The same cannot be said of Russia, the
world’s  fourth­largest  emitter.  For  years
Russia has viewed its vast forests as central
to its eff�orts against climate change. Rus­
sia’s commitment to the Paris goals is to re­
duce its emissions by 2030 by 70% relative
to  1990  levels,  “taking  into  account  the
maximum possible absorptive capacity of
forests and other ecosystems”. In 2019 Rus­
sia claimed its forests absorbed the equiva­
lent of 25% of its emissions. 

That eff�ect is declining, as ageing trees
soak up smaller amounts of CO2. According
to  Russia’s  Ministry  of  Environment  and
Natural Resources, the sink will drop to ze­
ro—emitting  as  much  carbon  as  it  ab­
sorbs—within  40  years.  It  was  a  boon,
then, when last year Russia’s fi�rst invento­
ry of its forests since the mid­1990s found
that  their  volume had  increased  by  25%.
Earlier this year, a study published in Na-

ture,  a  scientifi�c  journal,  calculated  that
this carbon sink is 47% greater than previ­
ously understood. Much of the increase is

because of natural growth, as forests re­
claim abandoned agricultural land or trees
creep north. Such revisions are worth hun­
dreds of millions of tonnes of carbon emis­
sions, and should show up in Russia’s fu­
ture inventories.

To add to this windfall, Russia recently
announced it would include unmanaged
“reserve” forests alongside managed for­
ests in its greenhouse­gas inventory. That
could improve Russia’s annual reports, if
not the climate, by helping to add hun­
dreds of millions of tonnes of CO2 to its for­
est sink.

The numbers racket

Shared standards for measuring the contri­
bution of trees to national emissions
would make it easier to compare progress,
country by country, towards climate goals.
But ecologists have warned that a discon­
nect between national greenhouse­gas in­
ventories and the estimates by indepen­
dent scientists currently makes this im­
possible. Because offi�cial greenhouse­gas
inventories count emissions from loosely
defi�ned “managed” ecosystems as anthro­
pogenic, and global climate models use a
more narrow classifi�cation, the two sys­
tems yield diff�erent results.

According to climate models, Earth's
land masses emit 5.5bn tonnes more CO2

each year than the inventories account for.
Neither count is better, say the researchers,
but since the climate models map out
paths to a stable climate, and the inven­
tories track progress along those paths,
they are comparing apples and oranges.

This relates to the talks in Glasgow,
where delegates will be fi�nalising the
guidelines for a “global stocktake” that will
see parties to the Paris agreement assess
their collective progress towards the Paris
goals. For the exercise to be meaningful, it
must adjust for the disconnect between
national inventories and climate models,
or risk giving the impression that govern­
ments are doing better than they are.

Improved standards would also create a
sounder basis for the growing market in

carbon off�sets, and thus help marshal the
private sector against climate change. For
example, Brazilian politicians see global
trading in carbon credits, envisioned in ar­
ticle 6 of the Paris agreement, as a silver
bullet for reducing deforestation, the
cause of roughly half of Brazil’s emissions.
Their thinking is that a global carbon mar­
ket will turn forests into a tradable com­
modity, making land in the Amazon more
valuable with trees than without.

But to help stabilise the climate, pro­
jects that receive carbon credits for stop­
ping deforestation, or promoting refores­
tation, must be able to demonstrate they
are decreasing emissions that would oth­
erwise have taken place—in carbon off�set
jargon, this is known as additionality. It is
possible, for instance, to buy carbon off�­
sets for protecting trees in the Amazonian
state of Pará. But most land there is already
federally protected, and so should not be
seen as a basis for carbon credits.

When it comes to forests, the carbon­
off�set market is also unable now to factor
in what is known as permanence. Replac­
ing a diesel bus with an electric one proba­
bly removes emissions for ever: with any
luck there will be no diesel buses left to buy
when the electric one reaches the end of its
life. But a patch of forest can be cleared or
burnt in a decade, or even next week. How
can the market ensure that off�sets bought
today have enduring eff�ects? And in Brazil
and elsewhere, programmes to reforest or
plant new forests come with a leakage pro­
blem: saving one bit of land may encourage
deforestation elsewhere.

All these problems apply to the exist­
ing, voluntary carbon markets. An econ­
omy ticket on a fl�ight from London to New
York generates some 600kg of CO2; off�sets
for that carbon can be bought for as little as
a few dollars through commercial tree­
planting schemes. That may ease a travel­
ler’s conscience but does little to protect
the climate. Over the coming fortnight, de­
legates at cop26 will try to reach agreement
on guidelines to assure permanence and
account for additionality, in hopes of cre­
ating a model that can be emulated in the
voluntary markets.

That is all to the good. There is indeed
no poem lovely as a tree, and carbon off�­
sets, and the forests they may cause to be
planted or protected, can help slow climate
change. But for that to happen the world’s
leaders will need to demand far less popu­
lar measures as well, like ending the use of
fossil fuels and transforming farming. Cli­
mate models show that ecosystem sinks
will be most eff�ective at absorbing CO2 if
warming remains in the range of the Paris
goals. If temperatures soar, as looks likely,
carbon­rich tropical ecosystems will dry
out, burn and become carbon sources rath­
er than sinks. Trees cannot solve the cli­
mate crisis. Only people can. n�

A mixed picture
Global forest land change, hectares per year, m

Source: FAO
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Pricing power

Passing the buck

Mcdonald’s has employed a “barbell”
pricing  strategy  for  decades,  luring

customers with low­cost items in the hope
that they will then splurge on pricier fare.
This balancing act is now at risk. On Octo­
ber 27th the fast­food giant said that, due
to rising costs, prices at its American res­
taurants will increase by 6% this year com­
pared with 2020. The burger chain says la­
bour expenses have risen by 10% at its fran­
chised restaurants and 15% at its company­
owned locations. Add the rising cost of in­
gredients and the result is higher prices for
burgers and fries. For now,  it seems, cus­
tomers can stomach it. Chris Kempczinski,
McDonald’s  boss,  said  the  increase  “has
been pretty well received”. After digesting
the news, investors have sent shares in the
fast­food fi�rm up by 6%.

A  growing  number  of  companies  are
raising  prices  as  costs  for  labour  and  raw
materials  rise,  often  with  no  ill  eff�ects.
This  summer  PepsiCo,  an  American  food
giant, lifted prices for its fi�zzy drinks and
snacks  to  off�set  higher  commodity  and
transport  costs;  it  plans  further  increases
early next year. Ramon Laguarta, the fi�rm’s

boss, suggested in an earnings call in Octo­
ber that customers do not seem bothered.
“Across the world consumers seem to be
looking at pricing a little bit diff�erently
than before,” he said. In September Procter
& Gamble, a multinational consumer­
goods giant, raised prices for many of its

products. The eff�ect on demand was mini­
mal. “We have not seen any material reac­
tion from consumers,” Andre Schulten, the
fi�rm’s chief fi�nancial offi�cer (cfo), told an­
alysts last month.

“Pricing power”, the ability to pass costs
to customers without harming sales, has
long been prized by investors. Warren Buf­
fett has described it as “the single most im­
portant decision in evaluating a business”.
It is easy to see why. When hit with an un­
expected expense, fi�rms without pricing
power are forced to cut costs, boost pro­
ductivity or simply absorb the costs
through lower profi�t margins. Those with
pricing power can push costs onto custom­
ers, keeping margins steady.

Today, fi�rms are eager to fl�aunt their
price­setting clout. “We can reprice our
product every second of every day,” Chris­
topher Nassetta, boss of Hilton Worldwide,
a hotel operator, told investors last month.
“We believe we’ve got pricing power really
better than almost anybody if not every­
body in the industry,” boasted John Har­
tung, cfo of Chipotle, a restaurant chain,
in October. Companies such as Starbucks,
Levi Strauss and GlaxoSmithKline make
similar claims. “We are a luxury company,
so we do have pricing power,” bragged Tra­
cey Travis, cfo of Estée Lauder, a cosmetics
fi�rm, on November 2nd.

They are not alone. Of the s&p 500 com­
panies that have reported third­quarter re­
sults, over three­quarters beat projections,
according to Bank of America Merrill
Lynch. “This earnings season there was a

Businesses’ ability to pass on costs is highly prized by investors

57The Economist November 6th 2021Business

→ Also in this section

58 Basketball’s China problem

59 Newsprint’s price shock

59 A pay fi�ght in Germany

60 Old IT learns new tricks

61 Bartleby: Why bosses back the offi�ce

62 Schumpeter: Big oil’s gas puzzle

Mark-up language
Pricing-power score* of S&P 1500 companies
Jan 2010-Apr 2021, standard deviations from mean

Source: UBS
*Based on mark-up, market share,
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lot of angst on the part of investors that
higher input costs would erode margins,”
says Patrick Palfrey of Credit Suisse, a
bank. “In fact, what we have seen is anoth­
er spectacular quarter on behalf of corpo­
rations so far in spite of input cost pres­
sures.” According to Savita Subramanian
and Ohsung Kwon of Bank of America
mentions of “price” or “pricing” in Ameri­
can earnings calls—a proxy measure for
pricing power—increased by 79% in the
third quarter from a year earlier. In the sec­
ond quarter, such mentions were up by
52% year on year.

If costs spiral out of control, the power
to raise prices will become ever more im­
portant. On November 2nd JPMorgan
Chase’s global purchasing­managers in­
dex, a measure of manufacturing activity,
showed that input prices in the sector in­
creased in October at the highest rate in
more than 13 years. But the prices of manu­
factured goods and services also rose at the
fastest pace since records began in 2009. A
gap between input and output price infl�a­
tion is typically interpreted as a sign that
fi�rms are struggling to raise prices and that
margins are being squeezed. That isn’t
happening yet.

Identifying fi�rms with pricing power is
crucial for investors. Analysts tend to look
for three things. The fi�rst is a big mark­
up—the diff�erence between the price of a
good and its marginal cost—which only
fi�rms with market power can get away
with. Big and steady profi�t margins are an­
other sign of pricing power. “If you are a
fi�rm that is dominant in your market, you
are much more resilient to shocks,” ex­
plains Jan Eeckhout, an economist and the
author of “The Profi�t Paradox”, a book pub­
lished earlier this year.

Size is another factor. All else equal,
bigger companies with greater market
share have more pricing power than small­
er ones. A recent survey of American cfos
conducted by Duke University and the Fed­
eral Reserve Banks of Richmond and Atlan­
ta found that 85% of large fi�rms reported
passing on cost increases to customers,

compared with 72% of small fi�rms.
A “pricing­power score” for companies

in the s&p 1500 compiled by ubs is based
on four indicators: mark­up, market share,
and the volatility and skew of profi�t mar­
gins. The bank found that fi�rms providing
consumer staples, communication servic­
es and it have the most pricing power and
that energy, fi�nancial and materials com­
panies have the least (see chart 1 on previ­
ous page). When ubs compared the fi�nan­
cial performance of companies with strong
and weak pricing power, they found that
the former have delivered more profi�t
growth since 2010 and generated better
stock returns, particularly during periods
of high infl�ation (see chart 2).

Firms that score well on this index have
lagged in the past year, notes ubs. This may
be explained by cyclical factors. When pro­
fi�t margins are expanding, the argument

goes, fi�rms with pricing power tend to gen­
erate relatively low returns; when margins
are shrinking, they produce high returns.
At the moment, profi�ts are still healthy.

For now, demand is robust and con­
sumers seem relatively insensitive to price
changes. But companies are planning
more price increases. A survey by Ameri­
ca’s National Federation of Independent
Business, a trade group, found that the
margin of small­business owners plan­
ning to raise prices in the next three
months over those planning to lower them
grew to 46%, the biggest gap since October
1979. This is a concern for some central
bankers such as James Bullard, president
of the Federal Reserve Bank of St Louis. In
October he noted that for years companies
have worried that if they raised prices, they
would lose market share. “That may be
breaking down,” he says. n�
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American basketball and China

The audacity of hoops

Enes kanter’s campaign against Chi­
na’s  Communist  Party  has  been  unre­

lenting.  The  basketball  star  has  recently
walked  into  professional  games  sporting
custom shoes that read “Free Tibet”, a slo­
gan that has long raised hackles in Beijing.
He  has  invited  the  co­founder  of  Nike,  a
sportswear  fi�rm,  to  visit  “slave  labour
camps” in China’s north­west (Nike says it
does not source products from the region).
On November 2nd Mr Kanter, who plays for
the  Boston  Celtics,  posted  a  message  for
China’s  president  on  Twitter:  “Ruthless
Dictator  XI  JINPING...hear  me  loud  and
clear: Hong Kong will be FREE!”. 

The slam­dunk on China, America’s Na­
tional  Basketball  Association  (nba)  and
clothing  brands  such  as  Nike  has  the  po­
tential  to  do  extraordinary  damage.  Ten­
cent, the Chinese internet giant contracted
to stream nba games, has already blocked
the  Celtics.  The  league  relies  heavily  on
Chinese  sponsors  and  has  already  had  a
taste of what cancellation means. The air­
ing of nba games was halted for more than
a  year  in  China  starting  in  October  2019
after the general manager of the Houston
Rockets  voiced  support  for  anti­govern­
ment protesters in Hong Kong. The embar­
go  was  painful.  Nearly  all  Chinese  cor­
porate  partners  cancelled  or  suspended
their  arrangements  at  the  time.  The
league’s commissioner estimated as much
as $400m in lost revenue. It has projected
income of $10bn for the current season.

Mr Kanter has  also  brought  more  un­
wanted  attention  to  clothing  brands
caught in a controversy over sourcing cot­
ton  from  China’s  Xinjiang  region,  home­
land  of  the  Uyghurs  and  where  human­
rights  groups  say  forced  labour  is  com­
mon.  Multinationals  are  being  forced  to
take a side on free­speech issues, says Ba­
diucao, the Chinese artist who designed Mr
Kanter’s  evocative  shoes  (he  goes  by  a
pseudonym). Some are doing just that. Ya­
hoo,  an  American  internet  giant,  said  on
November  2nd  that  it  would  pull  out  of
China, citing challenging business condi­
tions.  Weeks  earlier  LinkedIn,  a  profes­
sional­networking  group,  announced  it
would  shut  down  its  main  China  opera­
tions  after  it  was  forced  to  comply  with
increasingly tough censorship rules.

The nba is wildly popular in China. Ma­
ny  fans  disavowed  the  league  in  2019  but
were eager to resume watching it last year.
Communist  Party  authorities  must  bal­
ance the popularity of the sport with their
instinct to punish critics, says David Bach
of the Institute for Management Develop­
ment, a Swiss business school. Instead of
stirring up sentiment against the nba and
announcing an all­out ban on broadcasts,
as  in 2019, so far only Celtics games have
been  blocked.  The  nba has  neither  criti­
cised Mr Kanter nor affi�rmed his rights to
such  speech.  The  stand­off�  amounts to a
form  of  bargaining  between  the nba and
the Communist Party, says Mr Bach. n�

HONG KONG

Player protests put a lucrative foreign market at risk
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For eight consecutive years ver.di,
Germany’s second­biggest trade un­

ion, has called a strike during the pre­
holiday season at Amazon’s fulfi�lment
centres, the vast warehouses where
packages are prepared for delivery. This
year the tradition continued. Around
2,500 Amazon employees at seven cen­
tres walked out on November 2nd. The
union warned that the strikes could
continue up to Christmas.

Ver.di demands an “immediate”
salary increase of 3% this year, followed
by 1.7% next year, in line with a collective
labour agreement for the retail sector.
Amazon is making heaps of money in
Germany and cannot continue to “refuse

wage increases that other companies in
the sector pay”, says Orhan Akman of
ver.di. Mr Akman vows not to give up as
strikes in previous years yielded results.
Union pressure forced Amazon to in­
crease wages several times, he states.

The wider goal of the strike is the
preservation of the Tarifvertrag, a per­
iodic agreement between unions and
bosses that sets wage levels for each
industry. It is credited with playing a big
part in Germany’s harmonious labour
relations. Such “tariff�” agreements have
been eroded over the past couple of
decades, especially in eastern Germany.
Many fi�rms in service industries in par­
ticular no longer adhere to them.

“Amazon is an excellent employer
without the tariff� agreement,” insists
Michael Schneider, a company spokes­
man. In the summer Amazon raised pay
for all employees to at least €12 ($14) an
hour—the minimum wage is €9.60. After
two years workers earn on average €2,750
a month. Half of its 19,000 employees
have worked at Amazon for over fi�ve
years and seem unwilling to walk out.

Amazon is hiring an additional
10,000 temporary employees for the busy
Christmas season in its second­biggest
market. The company says it can fulfi�l all
orders in spite of the strikes. In likeli­
hood this year’s industrial action will
end like the others every year since 2013
with Amazon making some concession.
But by not adhering to the Tarifvertrag,
the company is further chipping away at
wage agreements both for the retail
industry and Germany as a whole. n�

Amazon in Germany

Strike season

BE RLIN

A big union’s fight to preserve national pay standards

Cycle of industrial unrest
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Newspapers

Paperchase

“It’s like tasering an elderly person
who’s already on a pacemaker,” says a

British  newspaper  boss  of  the  newsprint
market,  where  prices  have  risen  by  over
50% in a matter of months. The cost of pa­
per  that  feeds  into  presses  around  the
world is rising to record highs, pushing up
expenses for newspapers from Mumbai to
Sydney. When times were good, before ads
shifted online, newspapers had a suppor­
tive  partnership  with  paper  mills.  As  ads
departed  and  circulations  fell,  relations
became more transactional. They are now
at the shouting stage. 

Paper mills had the worst of it for years
as  newspapers  reduced  pagination,  went
wholly digital or shut for good. The papers
were  able  to  hammer  down  the  cost  of
newsprint from fi�rms fi�ghting for business
as  demand  declined.  Price­taking  paper
mills suff�ered in silence. Many hesitated to
shut massive machines costing hundreds
of millions of dollars. 

That  hesitance  has  disappeared;  mills
are taking out newsprint capacity and di­
versifying. Norske Skog, a Norwegian pulp
and paper fi�rm, said in June it would close
its  66­year­old  Tasman  Mill  in  New  Zea­
land, for example. Many mills are convert­
ing  machines  to  make  packaging  for  e­
commerce.  upm,  a  Finnish  fi�rm,  an­
nounced  this  year  the  sale  of  its  Shotton
newsprint mill in Wales to a Turkish maker
of  containerboard  and  packaging.  For  jcs

Volga,  a  Russian  mill,  newsprint  used  to
account for 70% of production; now half of
what  it  makes  is  packaging.  The  mills
“moved  from  being  price  takers  to  being
capable co­participants in a declining mar­
ket,” says Tim Woods of IndustryEdge, a re­
search  fi�rm  for  Australia  and  New  Zea­
land’s forestry and paper industries. 

The  pandemic,  with  people  working
from home, meant even fewer newspaper
purchases,  which  depressed  demand  for
newsprint again and increased the pain for
paper  suppliers.  In  the  past  24  months
European  mills  have  responded  by  shut­
ting  almost  a  fi�fth  of  their  newsprint  ca­
pacity, says a buyer for a large British news­
paper group. 

Then  economies  reopened.  Newsprint
demand  shot  up.  That,  combined  with
much  reduced  capacity  and  coupled  with
soaring  energy  prices,  has  resulted  in  a
price shock. Particularly controversial are
energy surcharges that some paper suppli­
ers  are  seeking  to  pass  on.  Newspaper

fi�rms  reckon  this  amounts  to  breaking
contracts. European newspapers will have
to  pay  newsprint  prices  that  are  50­70%
higher  in  the  fi�rst  quarter  of  2022  com­
pared  with  the  year  before.  As  for  their
counterparts in Asia and Oceania, they are
facing  prices  around  25%  to  45%  above
their  usual  level.  Kenya’s  Nation  Media
Group  is  paying  around  $840  per  tonne,
compared  with  $600  at  most  in  the  past,
says Dorine Ogolo, a procurement manag­
er at the fi�rm.  North American prices went
up  earlier,  and  more  gradually;  contracts
are fi�xed monthly rather than half­yearly.
But there, too, newsprint prices are 20­30%
higher in 2021 than in 2020. 

Germany’s print and media industry as­
sociation has warned that mills are going
to  force  newspapers  to  dump  paper  edi­
tions,  hurting  each  other  in  the  process.

“It’s about the famous branch that both of
them  are  sitting  on,”  it  said  recently.  But
mills  can  sell  packaging  instead.  “We’re
not going to save the publishing industry
by  being  unprofi�table  ourselves,”  says  a
mill executive in North America. 

For  some  publishers,  price  rises  will
wipe out profi�ts. They will need to do fur­
ther  restructuring  involving  axing  titles
and layoff�s. Iwan Le Moine of emge, a Brit­
ish paper­industry consultancy, expects a
big increase in 2022 of the number of pa­
pers  that  shut  compared  with  a  typical
year.  That  will  lower  demand  and  nudge
the market back towards equilibrium. But
newspapers will have more hard conversa­
tions  about  paper,  full  stop,  says  Douglas
McCabe  of  Enders  Analysis,  a research
fi�rm. More digital adrenaline is one possi­
ble riposte to the paper mills’ tasers. n�

Soaring newsprint costs make life
even harder 
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The new face of old tech

Reinvention as a service

“We are a diff�erent  company  now.
We  are  no  longer  focused  just  on

mobile. And we have the numbers to back
it  up.”  Cristiano  Amon,  the  boss  of  Qual­
comm,  which  makes  chips  mostly  for
smartphones,  is  emphatic  when  he  de­
scribes what he will tell Wall Street at the
fi�rm’s investor day on November 16th. He is
in good company. Some of the other fam­
ous  members  of  a  previous  generation  of
big­tech  fi�rms  (Cisco,  Dell  Technologies,
Hewlett Packard Enterprise and ibm) have
recently met investors to explain how they
intend to stay relevant in the age of cloud
computing and artifi�cial intelligence (ai). 

There is action as well as words. On No­
vember 1st Dell spun off� vmware, a big soft­
ware­maker; later in the week ibm fl�oated
much  of  its  professional­services  busi­
ness. The tech old guard hope to reinvent
themselves, much as Microsoft has done in
recent years in spectacular fashion.

Although  dwarfed  by  the  current  big­
tech generation (see chart 1), this handful
of it veterans still has clout. There is hard­
ly any business that does not use some of
their products and services. In the past 12
months they cranked out a huge $284bn in
revenues  collectively  and  $56bn  in  gross
operating  profi�ts.  And  they  employ
690,000 people worldwide. Each fi�rm has
its own specialisms. Qualcomm designs its
chips, but outsources manufacturing. Both
Cisco  and  ibm,  mainly  regarded  as  hard­
ware­makers,  have  become  largely  soft­
ware fi�rms. As for Dell and Hewlett Packard
Enterprise (hpe), their reputation is rooted
in personal computers (pcs), even though
they now sell other hardware, from storage
devices  to  supercomputers  (the  pc busi­
ness  stayed  with  hp’s  other  branch  when
the company split in 2015).

Yet  all  face  similar  challenges.  For  a
start,  they  mostly  used  to  sell  wares,  be
they hard or soft. In recent years, however,
delivering  it in  big  distinct  chunks  has
moved  to  providing  it  “as­a­service”,  or
“aas,”  in  the  parlance—a  business  that  is
now dominated by startups and big cloud­
computing providers such as Amazon Web
Services (aws) and Google Cloud Platform
(gcp). The internet allowed such things as
number­crunching and data storage to be
served  up  online.  ai is  part  of  this  story,
too:  the  more  data  are  collected  in  the
cloud,  the  more  they  can  be  mined  and
turned  into  algorithms,  which  then  be­
come the engines of new services, such as

detecting hacking attacks.
The quest to escape commoditisation is

pushing the industry towards services. it

has always been a lumpy business, with
customers paying large sums of money for
new wares once every few years. At the
same time hardware and even some soft­
ware have become low­margin businesses.
Subscriptions to services, by contrast,
bring more predictable revenues and high­
er profi�ts. Services are good for buyers, too,
argues Pierre Ferragu of New Street, an
equity­research fi�rm. In the past a custom­
er might have had to buy an oversized net­
work switch for $10,000. Now it can be had
for $3,000, plus $2,000 a year for services.
“Everybody is happier,” he explains.

That means taking on cloud operators
that off�er similar subscriptions, such as
aws. The pandemic has accelerated the
cloud’s rise but it has become apparent that

not all number­crunching can be done in
big data centres. Firms have many reasons
to keep some computing in­house, includ­
ing regulations preventing others process­
ing their data and the risk of depending on
a big cloud provider. Then there are “edge”
devices, from smartphones to intelligent
sensors, which connect to the cloud and
extend it, generating ever more data. It is
often more effi�cient to bring computing to
the data than the other way around.

The tech veterans want to help fi�rms
manage this world of many clouds (“hy­
brid” or “multi” in the lingo). Red Hat Hy­
brid Cloud Platform, now at the centre of
ibm’s software off�erings, is an uber­cloud
of sorts that runs on top of many systems,
including ibm’s own machines, public
clouds and edge ones. It is supposed to al­
low customers to stay independent of any
one system. hpe off�ers something similar
called GreenLake. Cisco boasts several
more specialised platforms, including one
to optimise a fi�rm’s many applications.

Dell and Qualcomm are diff�erent. By
fl�oating vmware, which sells software sim­
ilar to ibm’s platform, Dell appears to be
moving against the stream. But the spin­
off� mainly serves to get rid of a conglomer­
ate discount. Dell has negotiated a detailed
agreement to continue to benefi�t from
vmware’s products. It has also launched an
as­a­service eff�ort of its own, called apex,

which is supposed to off�er cloud comput­
ing in Dell’s trademark “pragmatic and pre­
dictable way”, in the words of Allison Dew,
the fi�rm’s chief marketing offi�cer, who is
also in charge of apex.

As for Qualcomm, it sees the cloud not
as a threat but an opportunity. As growth
slows in its main market, smartphones, it
hopes that the cloud will create new de­
mand for its chips from makers of other
devices, from connected cars to intelligent
sensors. “If you believe in the cloud, you
have to believe in the edge,” says Mr Amon.
“You can’t have one without the other.”

As well as developing new lines of busi­
ness, deals large and small have been part
of the metamorphosis. ibm’s hybrid cloud
platform owes its name and underlying
technology to Red Hat, an open­source
software maker it acquired for $34bn in
2019. The creation of Kyndryl, the name
given to the business that that ibm has
spun off�, allows it to hive off� its army of it

workers and consultants in favour of sell­
ing tools and digital services to automate
customers’ businesses. “We are a technolo­
gy fi�rm again,” says Rob Thomas, a senior
executive at the company.

What are the results so far of the tech
incumbents’ transformation dreams? Cis­
co was the fi�rst to react, promising in 2017
that more than half of its revenue would
come from software and subscriptions
within three years. hpe announced an
even more ambitious goal in 2019, saying

SAN FRANCISCO

The it establishment is rewiring itself for the next age of tech
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An offi�ce is meant to bring people
together. Instead, it has become a

source of division. For some, the post­
pandemic return to the workplace is an
opportunity to re­establish boundaries
between home and job, and to see col­
leagues in the fl�esh. For others it repre­
sents nothing but pointless travelling
and heightened health risks. Many ingre­
dients determine these preferences. But
one stands out: seniority. 

Slack, a messaging fi�rm, conducts
regular surveys of global knowledge
workers on the future of work. Its latest
poll, released in October, found that
executives are far keener to get back to
the offi�ce than other employees. Of those
higher­ups who were working remotely,
75% wanted to be in the offi�ce three days
a week or more; only 34% of non­exec­
utives felt the same way. 

The divide has played out publicly at
some companies. Earlier this year, em­
ployees at Apple wrote an open letter to
Tim Cook, the fi�rm’s chief executive,
objecting to the assumption that they
were thirsting to get back to their desks:
“It feels like there is a disconnect be­
tween how the executive team thinks
about remote/location­fl�exible work and
the lived experiences of many of Apple’s
employees.” Why are bigwigs so much
keener on the offi�ce?

Three explanations come to mind: the
cynical, the kind and the subconscious.
The cynical one is that executives like the
status that the offi�ce confers. They sit in
nicer rooms on higher fl�oors with plush­
er carpets. Access to them is guarded,
politely but ferociously. When they walk
the fl�oors, it is an event. When they sit in
meeting rooms, they get the best chairs.
On Zoom the signals of status are weaker.
No one gets a bigger tile. Their biggest
privilege is not muting themselves,

which isn't quite the same power rush as
using the executive dining room. 

The kind explanation is that executives
believe that in­person interactions are
better for the institutions they lead. Work­
ing from home “doesn’t work for people
who want to hustle, doesn’t work for
culture, doesn’t work for idea generation,"
was the verdict of Jamie Dimon, the chief
executive of JPMorgan Chase, earlier this
year. Ken Griffi�n, the boss of Citadel, a
hedge fund, has warned young people not
to work from home: “It’s incredibly diffi�­
cult to have the managerial experiences
and interpersonal experiences that you
need to have to take your career forward in
a work­remotely environment.”

These concerns have substance. Virtual
work risks entrenching silos: people are
more likely to spend time with colleagues
they already know. Corporate culture can
be easier to absorb in three dimensions.
Deep relationships are harder to form with
a laggy internet connection. A study from
2010 found that physical proximity be­
tween co­authors was a good predictor of
the impact of scientifi�c papers: the greater

the distance between them, the less
likely they were to be cited. Even evange­
lists for remote work make time for
physical gatherings. "Digital fi�rst does
not mean never in person," says Brian
Elliott, who runs Slack's research into the
future of work. 

But the advantages of the offi�ce can
also be exaggerated. The Allen curve,
which shows how frequency of commu­
nication goes down the farther away
colleagues sit from each other, was for­
mulated in the 1970s but still rings true
today. Every workplace has corners that
people never visit; no gulf is greater than
that between fl�oors. And the disad­
vantages of remote working can be over­
come with a bit of thought. Research by a
trio of professors at Harvard Business
School found that lockdown­era interns
who got to spend time with senior man­
agers at a "virtual watercooler" were
much likelier to receive full­time job
off�ers than those who did not. 

If physical workspaces have draw­
backs, and remote working can be im­
proved upon, why are executives clear in
their preferences? The subconscious
supplies a third explanation. As Gian­
piero Petriglieri of insead, a French
business school, observes: “people ad­
vising youngsters to go into the offi�ce are
those who made their way in that envi­
ronment.” Executives who have achieved
success by working in an offi�ce are the
least likely to question its effi�cacy. 

That is a problem, especially since a
majority of executives say that they have
designed return­to­work policies with
scant input from employees. A hybrid
future beckons, in which workers divide
their time between home and offi�ce.
Managers need to improve both environ­
ments, not assume that one is obviously
superior to the other. 

Blame a mixture of carpets, caring and conditioning

Bartleby Why executives like the offi�ce

that it will off�er its entire portfolio of pro­
ducts  as  a  service  by  2022.  ibm,  mainly
thanks to its mainframe business, has al­
ways had a healthy stream of subscription
revenues, but wants to grow these further.  

Taken  at  face  value,  the  numbers  are
impressive.  Cisco  announced  that  it  had
reached its targets set in 2017: software and
services now generate 53% of revenue. hpe

boasted  services  revenues  of  $1.2bn  and
after  the  Kyndryl  spin­off�  ibm’s  software
sales  will  leap  to  65%  of  revenues.  Mr
Amon  will  hammer  home  the  point  that
Qualcomm’s  non­handset  businesses,

such as cars and the internet of things, al­
ready have revenues of $10bn, about a third
of the total, and are growing 1.6 times faster
than its handset ones.

But so far, investors do not seem to be
convinced  that  old  it’s  new  clothes  are  a
good fi�t: the group’s collective market capi­
talisation,  now  amounting  to  about
$600bn,  has  only  barely  budged  from
where  it  was  before  the  charm  off�ensive
aimed at Wall Street. Much will depend on
whether  they  will  be  able  to  attract  top
technical talent. Without it, they will have
a  hard  time  competing  with  both  the  big

cloud providers and hot startups. Antonio
Neri, hpe’s chief executive, says he recent­
ly moved the fi�rm’s headquarters from Sil­
icon Valley to Houston, Texas,  in part be­
cause recruitment is easier there.

Do these fi�rms still have what it takes?
Most have new ranks of hungry executives
but even the veterans still have fi�re in the
belly.  Michael  Dell  has  remained  at  the
wheel of the fi�rm he founded in 1984, ex­
cept for a hiatus in 2004­07. Asked about
his future, he replies: “I  love what we do:
It’s fun, it’s interesting, it’s exciting. I have
no plans to change my involvement.” n�
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The Gorgon knot 

Barrow island, off� the coast of Western Australia, is an unlike­
ly  place  to  fi�nd  what  will  with  luck  become  the  high­water

mark  of  the  hubris  of  the  West’s  international  oil  companies
(iocs). It is a nature reserve dotted with termite mounds. Since it
was  severed  from  the  mainland  about  8,000  years  ago,  its  local
species, including golden bandicoots and spectacled hare­walla­
bies, have lived free from predators. Some call it Australia’s Gala­
pagos. Yet a sliver of it is also home to one of the world’s biggest
liquefi�ed natural gas (lng) developments, mostly owned by Chev­
ron (47%), ExxonMobil (25%) and Royal Dutch Shell (25%).

Gorgon, as it is called, has a pockmarked history. It cost $54bn
to build, a whopping $20bn over budget. That was partly because
the cost of manpower and material soared amid a $200bn Austra­
lian lng investment binge during the past decade. To respect the
sanctity of the island’s wildlife, Chevron enforced covid­like quar­
antining. On arrival, thousands of construction staff� had to be in­
spected  at  the  airport  for  stray  seeds;  bulldozers,  diggers  and
trucks  were  fumigated  and  shrink­wrapped  before  shipment.
Since production started in 2016, Gorgon has been dogged by un­
planned outages. Tax fi�lings suggest  it has yet  to make a profi�t.
And its failure so far to sequester four­fi�fths of the carbon dioxide
produced from its gas reservoirs has shredded the credibility of its
environmental commitments. Carbon capture is considered cru­
cial for the future of lng on Barrow Island and elsewhere. 

For all that, it is emblematic of the belief among iocs that even
if oil demand peaks as the world shifts to cleaner fuels, consump­
tion of lng will continue to grow for decades to come, especially
in Asia. Gorgon alone hopes to produce and ship natural gas until
the mid­2050s, one day for considerable profi�ts. A sharp rise  in
lng prices in recent months amid a surge in demand from China
has fanned those hopes. Yet even as the majors double down on
the fuel, they are running up against the reality that it is becoming
harder to take controlling stakes in new megaprojects, and even
those they can develop have rising risks. lng is nothing like the
relatively safe bet the oil industry portrays it as. 

The immediate problem the majors face is a shift in the balance
of power. The deep pockets and risk appetite of giants like Exxon­
Mobil, Shell and TotalEnergies used to be essential for coping with

the  challenges  of  building  frozen  gas  factories  in  inhospitable
places. Now national champions in Qatar and Russia, home to the
most promising resources, say they can largely make do without
them. Qatar Energy, a gas giant, has taken the lead in developing
the biggest lng complex in history, a $30bn extension to its North
Field site. The iocs have been relegated to bidding for minority
stakes  in  the  project,  mostly  giving  them  the  right  to  market  a
surge of Qatari gas that is expected to hit the market by mid­de­
cade.  Chinese  oil  companies  may  invest,  too.  The  majors  are
squeezed, says Giles Farrer of Wood Mackenzie, a consultancy. 

Other opportunities have turned into nightmares. A jihadi con­
fl�ict on the north­eastern coast of Mozambique has at least tempo­
rarily halted a $20bn off�shore lng project by Total, which declared
force majeure in April. Neil Beveridge of Bernstein, an investment
fi�rm, quips that it is “the only lng project to hit force majeure be­
fore it’s even started.” For the same reason, ExxonMobil’s $30bn
lng plan  in  Mozambique  is  in  limbo.  The  fi�rm  has  also  been
bogged down for years trying to strike a deal with the government
of Papua New Guinea on a $13bn expansion. That leaves America’s
Gulf Coast as the most likely domain outside Qatar and Russia’s
Arctic  to  supply  more  lng in  the  next  fi�ve  years.  But  operators
there  can  secure  gas  to  liquefy  from  producers  across  America,
and  engineering  skills  from  domestic  construction  companies.
That leaves the oil majors twiddling their thumbs.

They  still  have  scope  to  build  some  projects.  But  for  those  a
structural change in the lng market poses a further challenge. As
Alastair Syme of Citi, a bank, explains, for decades the majors re­
duced the risk of long­term investments by striking 20­year­plus
contracts with big customers, such as Japanese utilities. However,
a  slide  in  the  spot  price  of  lng in  the  second  half  of  the  2010s
caused  a  rethink.  Buyers  have  shifted  to  shorter­term  contracts
(say ten years) or the spot market. 

The  recent  spike  in  spot  prices  may  change  the  mood  once
again. Nonetheless some buyers face such uncertainty about the
future of natural gas because of the growth of renewables that they
will remain loth to sign long­term contracts. For iocs, the corol­
lary is that shorter contracts increase the risk of lng investments
with long paybacks. This adds to the arguments for them to focus
on  short­cycle  projects  to  reduce  the  danger  that,  as  the  world
economy decarbonises, they will be left with stranded assets.

Trading places
There is a way out of the bind. The majors, particularly European
ones, are turning from megaprojects towards trading cargoes of
other producers’ fuel. It reduces the amount of capital they have
tied up in heavy assets and dirty fuels. It also helps them keep their
promises to become portfolio companies trading all sorts of ener­
gy  sources  in  an  era  of  mass  electrifi�cation.  But  it’s  a  diff�erent
business.  The  barriers  to  entry  are  lower.  There  is  competition
from  trading  houses  such  as  Trafi�gura,  Vitol,  Gunvor  and  Glen­
core.  And  Chinese  fi�rms  like  Sinopec,  which  last  month  signed
two  long­term  contracts  with  Venture  Global  lng,  an  American
exporter, are emerging as potential rivals. 

It all adds up to uncertainty. The big investments, complex en­
gineering and generation­spanning paybacks of projects such as
Gorgon have long made the lng business one of boom and bust. In
an era of shorter­term contracts, amid all the question­marks as­
sociated with climate change, the future may be no less volatile.
The world has changed since Gorgon was conceived. For the iocs,
the big bet on Barrow Island may soon belong to a bygone era. n�

Schumpeter

Supermajors are in a bind over their lng ambitions
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America’s economy

Inner strength

Managers at hub group, a transport
company,  used  to  be  able  to  click  a

few  buttons  at  their  headquarters  in  Illi­
nois and, eight weeks later, receive a new
shipping container  from China,  ready  for
use  in  America.  Recently,  though,  Phillip
Yeager, the fi�rm’s president, faced a head­
ache.  After  a  long  wait  at  the  congested
port of Long Beach, its container was at last
next  in  line  to  go  ashore.  But the  ship  in
front did not have a chassis for moving its
freight and was blocking the landing berth.
Mr Yeager’s team scrambled to fi�nd a chas­
sis for it. Only then could Hub get its con­
tainer, a full month late.

Multiply  by  thousands  of  containers,
and  the  tale  helps  explain  how  supply
chains have become so snarled, particular­
ly in America, the world’s biggest consum­
er market. And this is just one of the cross­
cutting forces buff�eting the economy. De­
mand  for  goods  is  incredibly  strong,  but
companies  are  struggling  to  fi�nd  workers
and supplies, which in turn is pushing up
wages and prices, all against a backdrop in
which the pandemic—the original cause of

the distortions—is fading but not gone.
And offi�cials, poised to withdraw the ex­
traordinary fi�scal and monetary stimulus
of the past 18 months, are throwing anoth­
er element into the fray. At the end of its
policy meeting on November 3rd, the Fed­
eral Reserve said that it would start paring

back its $120bn monthly bond­buying pro­
gramme, putting it on track to halt all pur­
chases by June next year.

All this makes for a volatile mix, as was
illustrated by third­quarter gdp, published
on October 28th. The economy grew at an
annual rate of 2% compared with the previ­
ous three months. That, depending on
your frame of reference, was either most
impressive or very disappointing. Com­
pared with forecasts made in late 2020,
growth during the fi�rst three quarters of
this year has been more than a third faster
than projected. But forecasts had zoomed
higher since: at one point economists ex­
pected third­quarter growth to be more
than three times as fast as it actually was.

The fourth quarter may bring a bounce­
back. Consumer confi�dence fell precipi­
tously as the summer wore on and the Del­
ta variant took hold. Now Delta is receding
and confi�dence rebounding, which bodes
well for shopping and travelling during the
holiday season. Supply chains, though still
far from normal, may be improving a bit.
Mr Yeager talks of better “network fl�uidity”,
with more trains arriving on time and
warehouses running more effi�ciently. An­
alysts at Bank of America reckon that
growth could pick up to an annual rate of
6% over the fi�nal three months of the year.

Any near­term rebound aside, however,
how much longer before the recovery runs
out of air? Three big factors suggest that it
may be nearing its end: a tight labour mar­
ket, stubbornly high infl�ation and a rapid

WASHINGTON, DC

Despite supply snarls, inflation and stimulus withdrawal, the economy
is still in high gear
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Making quick work
United States, unemployment rate
before and after selected recessions, %

Source: Haver Analytics
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unwinding of stimulus. Yet there is also
cause to think that each will not undercut
the recovery, and that growth momentum
may remain strong.

Easily the most positive economic de­
velopment of the past year has been the re­
markable decline in unemployment. After
a recession the labour market usually takes
years to heal. Things looked grim at the
height of the pandemic, when unemploy­
ment soared to 14.7%, the highest rate
since the Depression. Yet the return to
work, albeit not to offi�ces, has been aston­
ishingly strong. The unemployment rate,
4.8% in September, is low for this point in a
recovery (see chart 1 on previous page).

Indeed, the focus now is on how hard it
is for companies to hire workers, especial­
ly for blue­collar jobs. That might suggest
that the recovery is nearing an end, with
the economy straining at its limits. Yet
some slack remains. About 3m people, 2%
of the pre­pandemic labour force, have still
to return to work. Some may have retired
early, but many are on the sidelines, con­
cerned about child care and catching co­
vid­19. As those concerns diminish—the
return to school has gone well so far and
vaccines are proving eff�ective against se­
vere illness—such people are, little by lit­
tle, resuming work.

The surge in infl�ation presents another
big worry about the recovery (see chart 2).
The personal consumption expenditures
price index, the Fed’s preferred gauge, in­
creased by 4.4% in September from a year
earlier, the most in more than three de­
cades. For much of the past year offi�cials at

the Fed and many other economists, too,
have argued that infl�ation is transitory, an
outgrowth of gummed­up supply chains.

The tight job market, however, compli­
cates the picture. Wages rose by 1.5% in the
third quarter compared with the second,
the biggest gain in at least two decades.
Welcome as it is to see nurses and waiters
get pay bumps, the fear is that rising wages
will lead to yet more upward pressure on
prices and ultimately to a dreaded wage­
price spiral, as experienced in the 1970s.
But conditions are very diff�erent. Far fewer
workers are represented by unions today,
and far fewer contracts have cost­of­living
adjustments baked into them. That should
weaken the link between infl�ation and pay.
The Fed may have been unduly optimistic
in thinking that price pressures would
quickly subside, but its logic remains per­
suasive. As supply chains slowly return to
normal and as people re­enter the labour
force, infl�ation should ebb without the
need for forceful interest­rate rises.

Related to that is the fi�nal big concern:
the withdrawal of stimulus. With the fi�scal
defi�cit hitting15% of gdp in 2020, the high­
est level since the second world war, the
comedown was bound to be painful. The
shift to smaller defi�cits will deduct about
2.5 percentage points from growth over the
next year, easily the biggest fi�scal drag of
the past two decades, according to the
Hutchins Centre on Fiscal and Monetary
Policy in Washington (see chart 3).

The monetary cliff� will not be as steep,
but it now looms over the economy. The
next question after tapering is when the
Fed will raise interest rates. On October
29th Goldman Sachs, a bank, said that the
fi�rst rate rise could come as soon as July, a
full year earlier than it had previously fore­
cast, because of its expectation that infl�a­
tion will remain elevated.

An end to stimulus would usually au­
gur poorly for growth. Yet other factors
could insulate the economy. The con­
sumption of goods is about 15% higher
than its trend level, partly because people

have spent much less money than usual on
holidays and restaurants and much more
on furniture, exercise bikes and stay­at­
home essentials. But with the pandemic
now apparently petering out, people are
buying experiences again—a fi�llip for
growth, given that services account for
nearly 80% of output.

Even without any more stimulus
cheques, momentum for spending is
strong. Jay Bryson of Wells Fargo, another
bank, says that the strength of household
balance­sheets should be the starting
point in any analysis of America’s growth
prospects. Personal debt obligations as a
share of disposable income are near their
lowest on record. Business inventories are
also near all­time lows, implying substan­
tial need for restocking, if only companies
can get the goods they need on ti
“Knowing what I know today, I would
that we are still in the early stages of t
recovery,” says Mr Bryson.

Mr Yeager has reached a similar conclu­
sion. As retailers rush to restock their
shelves, Hub’s order books are fi�lling up
fast. It has even had to turn some prospec­
tive clients away. “We think the strength
really does carry through to the end of next
year and potentially beyond,” he says. n�

What a drag
United States, contribution of fiscal policy
to quarterly GDP growth*, %

Source: Hutchins Centre on Fiscal and Monetary Policy
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Interest rates

Bond markets v

central banks

For much of the past two years, central
bankers have found themselves playing

second fi�ddle to governments. With inter­
est rates in the rich world near or below ze­
ro  even  before  the  pandemic,  surges  in
public spending were needed to see econo­
mies  through  lockdowns.  Now  central
bankers are fi�rmly in the limelight. During
the past month, as infl�ation has soared, in­
vestors have rapidly brought forward their
expectations for the date at which interest
rates will rise, testing policymakers’ prom­
ises to keep rates low. 

The  expected  date  of  lift­off�  in  some
countries  is  now  years  earlier.  In  the  last
days  of  October  Australia’s  two­year  gov­
ernment­bond yield jumped from around
0.1%  to  nearly  0.8%,  roughly  the  level  at
which  fi�ve­year  bonds  had  traded  as  re­
cently as September, prompting the central
bank to throw in the towel on its pledge to
keep three­year yields ultra­low. The bank
formally  ditched  its  policy  of  yield­curve
control on November 2nd, though it said it
would  wait  for  sustained  infl�ation  to
emerge before raising interest rates.

HONG KONG

Investors bet that policymakers will
have to break their promises 
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On October 27th the Bank of Canada an­
nounced the end of its bond­buying
scheme (though it will still reinvest the
proceeds of maturing securities). The bond
market had already reached the same con­
clusion before the announcement, and is
pricing in a small interest­rate increase ov­
er the next year. Investors’ expectations for
rate rises in Britain have ratcheted up dra­
matically (see chart). As we wrote this, the
Bank of England was due to decide whether
to raise its policy rate.

Such moves have been mirrored in
America and the euro area, albeit on a
smaller scale. The Federal Reserve an­
nounced a tapering of its asset purchases
on November 3rd. That had been widely ex­
pected, but the move index, which tracks
the volatility of American interest rates,
has this month hit its highest level since
the early days of the pandemic. On October
28th Christine Lagarde, the head of the
European Central Bank, pressed back
against market expectations that interest­
rate increases could begin as soon as the
second half of 2022, noting that an early
rise would be inconsistent with the bank’s
guidance. That failed to stop two­year Ger­
man bond yields inching up the day after,
to their highest level since January 2020.

The movements so far are not large
enough to constitute a bond­market tan­
trum on the scale of that seen in 2013, when
the Fed also announced a taper. But the fact
that the mood is much more febrile than it
has been for most of this year refl�ects the
uncertainty over the economic outlook,
particularly that for infl�ation.

Whether the markets prove to be right
on the timing of interest­rate rises or
whether central bankers instead keep their
original promises will depend on how per­
sistent infl�ation looks likely to be. Central
bankers have said that price rises so far are
transient, refl�ecting an intense supply
crunch. But some onlookers believe that a
new infl�ationary era may be on the way, in
which more powerful workers and faster

wage growth place sustained pressure on
prices. “Instead of decades in which labour
has been coming out of people’s ears it’s
going to be quite hard to fi�nd it, and that’s
going to raise bargaining power,” says
Charles Goodhart, a former rate­setter at
the Bank of England.

Recent moves also highlight the some­
times­complex relationship between fi�­
nancial markets and monetary policy. In
normal times central bankers set short­
term interest rates, and markets try to fore­
cast where those rates could go. But bond
markets might also contain information
on investors’ expectations about the econ­
omy and infl�ation, which central bankers,
for their part, try to parse. Ben Bernanke, a
former chairman of the Fed, once referred
to the risk of a “hall of mirrors” dynamic, in
which policymakers feel the need to re­
spond to rising bond yields, while yields in
turn respond to central banks’ actions.

All this makes central bankers’ lives
even harder as they try to penetrate a fog of
economic uncertainty. Yet there is some
small relief to be had, too. If investors
thought infl�ation had become sustained,
instead of being driven largely by com­
modity prices and supply­chain snarls,
yields on long­dated government bonds
would have begun to move signifi�cantly. So
far, however, investors have dragged inter­
est­rate increases forward rather than bak­
ing in the expectation of permanently
tighter monetary policy. The ten­year
American Treasury yield, for instance, is
still not back to its recent highs in March.

Furthermore, some bond markets are
still calm. In Japan, consumer prices were
just 0.2% higher in September than a year
ago, and are still in defl�ationary territory
once energy and fresh food are stripped
out. The Bank of Japan’s yield­curve­con­
trol policy remains in place, contrasting
with the collapse in Australia. Setting poli­
cy is a little easier when investors are more
certain of the outlook. That, sadly, is not a
luxury many central bankers have. n�

Higher, faster, stronger

Source: Bloomberg
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Living the high life

In recent months the  world  economy
has  come  to  resemble  a  badly  micro­

waved  dinner:  generally  hot,  but  with
some  bits  merely  lukewarm  and  others
positively  scorching.  Consumer  prices
globally are likely to rise by 4.8% this year,
according to the imf, which would be the
fastest increase since 2007. But price rises
in emerging markets are running ahead of
those in the rich world, and a few unfortu­
nates,  such  as  Argentina,  Brazil  and  Tur­
key, are feeling particular pain. Their expe­
rience helps illustrate how and when infl�a­
tion can get out of hand. 

Although  infl�ation  rates  in  emerging
markets tend to be higher and more vola­
tile  than  those  in  advanced  economies,
they  did  generally  decline  between  the
1970s and the 2010s, much like those in the
rich  world.  The  median  infl�ation  rate
among  emerging  economies  fell  from
10.6% in 1995 to 5.4% in 2005 and 2.7% in
2015,  thanks  to  effi�ciency­boosting  devel­
opments  like  globalisation  and  improved
macroeconomic  policymaking.  The  imf

expects  consumer  prices  in  emerging
economies to rise by 5.8% this year, which
is not a huge departure from recent trends;
prices rose at a similar pace as recently as
2012.  But  some  economies  have  strayed
well  above  the  mean.  Infl�ation  stands  at
10.2% in Brazil, 19.9% in Turkey, and 52.5%
in Argentina.

Such high infl�ation refl�ects more than
soaring  food  and  energy  prices.  In  ad­
vanced  economies  and  many  emerging
ones, a jump in prices usually triggers a re­
straining response from the central bank.
That response is more powerful when cen­
tral banks are credible, say because  infl�a­
tion has been low in the past, and the fi�scal
picture benign. Then people behave as if a
price  spike  will  not  last—by  moderating
wage  demands,  for  instance—which  re­
duces infl�ationary pressure.

This happy state can be disturbed in a
number of ways. Compromising the inde­
pendence of the central bank is sometimes
enough to make the temperature rise. Re­
cep  Tayyip  Erdogan,  Turkey’s  president,
has declared himself an enemy of interest
earnings and leant on the central bank to
reduce its benchmark rate, a step he claims
will  bring  down  infl�ation.  Over  the  years
he has sacked a number of central­bank of­
fi�cials, most recently three members of the
bank’s monetary­policy committee in Oc­
tober. Such antics have contributed to cap­

Cautionary tales from high-inflation
economies
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ital  outfl�ows  and  a  tumbling  lira  (see
chart). The sinking currency, by raising the
cost of imports, has helped push up infl�a­
tion by about eight percentage points over
the  past  year,  to  a  rate  around  four  times
the central bank’s target.

Brazil demonstrates how infl�ation can
get out of hand despite the best eff�orts of a
central bank, because of fi�scal woes. After
suff�ering hyperinfl�ation in the early 1990s,
when the annual infl�ation rate approached
3,000%,  Brazil  placed  itself  on  a  fi�rmer
macroeconomic footing by adopting bud­
get  reforms  and  enhancing  the  central
bank’s  independence.  But  from  2014  to
2016, and again over the past year, the abil­
ity of the central bank to fi�ght infl�ation has
been  threatened  by  an  erosion  of  confi�­
dence in the public fi�nances.

Government  spending  in  Brazil  has
surged  since  the  onset  of  the  pandemic.
Jair Bolsonaro, the president, plans to ex­
tend relief payments despite roaring infl�a­
tion.  Worries  about  debt  sustainability
have  reduced  investors’  confi�dence,  lead­
ing to falling asset prices and a weaker cur­
rency.  Despite  booming  foreign  demand
for Brazil’s commodity exports, the real has
tumbled  by  nearly  30%  since  the  begin­
ning of 2020. 

Higher import prices have contributed
to  stubbornly  high  infl�ation,  forcing  the
central bank to raise its benchmark inter­
est  rate  by  nearly  six  percentage  points
since March. Yet interest rates may be ap­
proaching  levels  at  which  the  additional
fi�scal cost they impose on the government
exacerbates  debt­sustainability  worries
and further weakens the currency, leaving
the central bank in a no­win situation. The
real has dropped by nearly 2.5% since late
October  alone—after  the  central  bank
raised interest rates by a full 1.5 percentage
points and promised to do the same again
at its next meeting in December.

What happens if neither monetary nor
fi�scal policy can be counted upon for eco­

nomic discipline? Here Argentina provides
an  illustration.  The  government  has  long
relied on the printing press to cover budget
defi�cits, and has been in particular need of
monetary fi�nancing since defaulting on its
debt,  for  the  ninth  time  in  its  history,  in
May  2020.  Over  the  past  two  years  the
amount of money in circulation has risen
at  an  average  annual  rate  of  more  than
50%.  The  peso  has  fallen  by  over  60%
against  the  dollar  since  the  beginning  of
last year.

Argentina, like Brazil, has experienced
hyperinfl�ation  in  recent  times.  Its  eco­
nomic situation may yet be salvaged. But
as policymakers in rich and poor countries
alike  confront  the  enormous  economic
and budgetary costs of covid­19, some may
be tempted to depart from norms around
monetary  and  fi�scal  policy. The  result,  in
some  unhappy  places, could be  infl�ation
that is too hot to handle. n�

More money, more problems

Sources: Central Bank of Argentina; IMF; Haver Analytics
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Payments in Africa

Turf wars 

The payments frenzy  is  going  global,
and  Africa  is  catching  the  bug.  So  far

this year four of the continent’s fi�nancial­
technology fi�rms have reached or exceeded
billion­dollar  valuations,  more  than  dou­
bling  Africa’s  population  of  “unicorns”.
OPay,  a  mobile­payments  company,  ac­
quired  its  horn  in  August,  after  raising
funding  from  investors  including  Soft­
Bank,  a  Japanese  fi�rm.  Other  recent  uni­
corns include Wave, a Senegal­based start­
up  that  runs  a  mobile­money  network;
Chipper  Cash,  which  off�ers  peer­to­peer
payments; and Flutterwave, which simpli­
fi�es  payments  for  businesses.  As  foreign
investment pours in, Africa’s fi�ntech fi�rms
are  expanding  both  across  the  continent
and into new services. 

Africa is an obvious choice for fi�ntech
investors. They are betting that young Afri­
can talent can innovate its way out of the
region’s most pressing fi�nancial problems
faster  than  legacy  fi�rms  can.  By  2025  the
continent  will  be  home  to  1.5bn  people,
most of whom will have grown up  in  the
era of the internet. Nigeria, which has re­
ceived almost two­thirds of Africa’s fi�ntech
investments this year, has a young and en­
trepreneurial  population.  But  more  than
half  of  Nigerians  do  not  have  a  bank  ac­
count. Across the continent, digitally liter­
ate  unbanked  (and  underbanked)  people,
who have long been largely ignored by con­
ventional  lenders,  are  instead  turning  to
the  upstarts.  In  Ivory  Coast,  for  example,
94% of pupils’ school fees were being paid
using mobile money by 2014. This makes it
fertile  territory  for  companies  like  Wave,
which moved into the country in April. 

One  reason  for  fi�rms  to  expand  geo­
graphically stems from the African Conti­
nental Free Trade Area, a deal that was fi�rst
agreed on in 2018 and which has now been
ratifi�ed  by  38  countries.  The  Pan­African
Payment  and  Settlement  System  was
launched in September as part of the deal,
in  order  to  make  the  region’s  many  sys­
tems  work  better  together.  As  a  conse­
quence,  investors  are  backing  fi�rms  with
ambitions that extend beyond their home
countries.  Flutterwave  had  reached  more
than 33 African countries by the time of its
latest  funding  round  this  year;  those  tak­

Fintech firms vie for domination
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Finance and physics have long been
productive bedfellows. When he

wasn’t writing the laws of mechanics and
gravity, Isaac Newton ran the Royal Mint,
making coins harder to forge and forcing
counterfeiters to the gallows. The quan­
titative tools developed in 1900 by Louis
Bachelier to study the French stockmark­
et were taken up by Albert Einstein to
prove the existence of atoms. Norbert
Wiener formalised them into a mathe­
matical framework that remains at the
heart of today’s fi�nancial models.

Yet fi�nance has been slower to absorb
other big ideas from 20th­century phys­
ics. That is perhaps unsurprising, be­
cause they are generally bizarre. Fire a
beam of electrons through two slits onto
a screen and they will pass through both
at once, travelling as a wave but arriving
as particles. Concentrate enough energy
in a region of space, and matter and
antimatter pop out of the void. Introduce
the right two particles to each other and
they pop back into it. 

All this seems worlds away from the
mundane reality of traders tapping out
buy and sell orders on their keyboards.
But on a closer look fi�nance bears a strik­
ing resemblance to the quantum world. A
beam of light might seem continuous,
but is in fact a stream of discrete packets
of energy called photons. Cash fl�ows
come in similarly distinct chunks. Like
the position of a particle, the true price of
an asset is unknowable without making
a measurement—a transaction—that in
turn changes it. In both fi�elds uncertain­
ty, or risk, is best understood not as a
peripheral source of error, but as the
fundamental feature of the system.

Such similarities have spawned a
niche area of research known as quan­
tum fi�nance. In a forthcoming book,
“Money, Magic, and How to Dismantle a

Financial Bomb”, David Orrell, one of its
leading proponents, surveys the land­
scape. Mr Orrell argues that modelling
markets with the mathematical toolbox of
quantum mechanics could lead to a better
understanding of them. 

Classical fi�nancial models are rooted in
the mathematical idea of the random
walk. They start by dividing time into a
series of steps, then imagine that at each
step the value of a risky asset like a stock
can go up or down by a small amount.
Each jump is assigned a probability. After
many steps, the probability distribution
for the asset’s price looks like a bell curve
centred on a point determined by the
cumulative relative probabilities of the
moves up and the moves down. 

A quantum walk works diff�erently.
Rather than going up or down at each step,
the asset’s price evolves as a “superposi­
tion” of the two possibilities, never nailed
down unless measured in a transaction. At
each step, the various possible paths
interfere like waves, sometimes amplify­
ing each other and sometimes cancelling
out. This interference creates a very diff�er­

ent probability distribution for the as­
set’s fi�nal price to that generated by the
classical model. The bell curve is re­
placed by a series of peaks and troughs.

Broadly speaking, the classical ran­
dom walk is a better description of how
asset prices move. But the quantum walk
better explains how investors think
about their movements when buying call
options, which confer the right to buy an
asset at a given “strike” price on a future
date. A call option is generally much
cheaper than its underlying asset, but
gives a big pay­off� if the asset’s price
jumps. The scenarios foremost in the
buyer’s mind are not a gentle drift in the
price but a large move up (from which
they want to benefi�t) or a big drop (to
which they want to limit their exposure).

The potential return is particularly
juicy for options with strikes much
higher than the prevailing price. Yet
investors are much more likely to buy
those with strikes close to the asset’s
market price. The prices of such options
closely match those predicted by an
algorithm based on the classical random
walk (in part because that is the model
most traders accept). But a quantum
walk, by assigning such options a higher
value than the classical model, explains
buyers’ preference for them.

Such ideas may still sound abstract.
But they will soon be physically embod­
ied on trading fl�oors, whether the theory
is adopted or not. Quantum computers,
which replace the usual zeros and ones
with superpositions of the two, are near­
ing commercial viability and promise
faster calculations. Any bank wishing to
retain its edge will need to embrace
them. Their hardware, meanwhile,
makes running quantum­walk models
easier than classical ones. One way or
another, fi�nance will catch up.

Schrödinger’s marketsButtonwood

A quantum walk down Wall Street 

ing part  included Tiger Global, an  invest­
ment fi�rm based in New York. 

For the biggest African fi�ntechs, simple
payments  are  only  an  entry  point.  OPay
was founded three years ago and was once
a  ride­hailing  app.  It  now  off�ers  interest­
free credit that is easier for workers in in­
formal  jobs  to  get  than  bank  loans.  The
fi�rm, now worth around $2bn, is about as
valuable as Nigeria’s biggest bank. Chipper
Cash,  which  is  backed  by  Jeff�  Bezos,  the
founder of Amazon, is taking its vision be­
yond  Africa.  It  lets  Nigerians  in  Britain
send  money  home  instantly,  and  could

revolutionise transfers in sub­Saharan Af­
rica, which has some of the highest remit­
tance costs in the world.

Banks may not be the only incumbents
feeling  threatened  by  the  newcomers.  In
some cases telecoms providers, which also
provide  mobile  money,  are  drastically  lo­
wering  their  fees  as  competition  in  pay­
ments hots up. The battle leaves regulators
struggling  to  control  an  industry  that  is
rapidly evolving. Wave is moving through
the continent at pace, and is now available
in four countries. 

Despite a bumper year, Africa’s biggest

startups  are  still  relatively  young  com­
pared with those in the rest of the emerg­
ing world. Getting payments right in such a
large market could unlock a wealth of op­
portunity.  Iyin  Aboyeji,  a  co­founder  of
Flutterwave and an investor, says interna­
tional venture capitalists are realising that
Africa  “looks  a  little  bit  like  China  in  the
1970s. Folks are hoping to get in early and
do some good deals.” The emergence of rig­
orous  cross­continental  competition  this
year shows that African fi�ntech is nonethe­
less maturing, and that the world is at last
beginning to pay attention. n�
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The greedy­jobs gap

Radical and liberal feminists, as defi�ned by philosophers, dif­
fer on the extent to which women’s freely made choices mat­

ter. A liberal feminist desires maximum autonomy for women, de­
manding equal rights and an end to sex discrimination. A radical
feminist sees in society patriarchal forces that are bigger than any
one  person,  and  which  oppress  women  in  part  by  infl�uencing
their choices. Economic diff�erences between the sexes—such as
the gender pay gap—are always a sign of injustice.

A new book by Claudia Goldin of Harvard University, an expert
on women and work, is a study both of American women’s choices
and of the context  in which they are made. “Career and Family:
Women’s Century­Long Journey Toward Equity” traces the history
of work and family for college­educated women, and diagnoses
what still troubles their careers today.

A caricature of history might involve a journey from home to
the workplace. In fact, the fi�rst generation Ms Goldin studies, born
in 1878­97, contained plenty of working women. But a successful
career typically required forgoing children and sometimes mar­
riage. Among those listed in “Notable American Women”, a collec­
tion  of  biographies,  no  more  than  three  in  ten  had  a  child,  she
writes. The choice women faced was “family or career”. 

By the third generation, those born between 1924 and 1943, col­
lege­educated women had a more uniform life experience: “fam­
ily  then  job”.  The  typical  woman  worked  after  graduation,  but
soon married, had children and dropped out of the workforce. She
returned once her children were in school, and the gradual remov­
al of formal discriminatory barriers opened up opportunities for
her. But her prolonged absence from work meant she did not have
the skills and experience necessary to thrive in the workplace.

It is only by the fi�fth group, born after 1958, that many women
aspired to achieve “career and family”. The shift was aided by the
contraceptive  pill,  which  helped  women  delay  marriage;  im­
proved fertility treatments, which helped them delay child­bear­
ing; and more liberal social norms. Yet, despite the staggering ex­
tent of the change Ms Goldin documents, a clear gender gap still
exists for these women, most notably with respect to pay. Ameri­
can women earn on average 20% less per hour worked. For college
graduates, the gap is larger, at 26%. 

It is at this point that the book becomes provocative. Drawing
on reams of research Ms Goldin argues that most women no lon­
ger suff�er much labour­market discrimination in the sense of un­
equal pay for equal performance, as is often claimed by the left.
Nor is the gender pay gap driven primarily by women’s choice of
occupation,  an  explanation  sometimes  favoured  by  the  right.
Even if the distribution of women’s occupations matched that of
men—“if women were the doctors and men were the nurses”—she
calculates that at most a third of the pay gap would disappear.

The most important cause is that women curtail their careers
as  a  part  of  a  rational  household  response  to  labour  markets,
which generously reward anyone, male or female, who is willing
to hold down what Ms Goldin calls a “greedy job”. These are roles,
such as those in law, accountancy and fi�nance, that demand long
and unpredictable hours. Parents need somebody to be on­call at
home in case a child falls ill and needs picking up from school, or
needs cheering on at a concert or football match. That is incom­
patible with a greedy job, which requires being available for last­
minute demands from a client or boss. No one person can do both.
The rational response is for one parent to specialise in lucrative
greedy work, and for the other—typically the mother—to priori­
tise the children. Ms Goldin writes that “couple equity has been,
and will continue to be, jettisoned for increased family income.”

A  gender  pay  gap  resulting  primarily  from  the  choices  of
households is a thorny problem for liberals who prize freedom of
choice. It is also tricky territory for economists, who often empha­
sise the “revealed preference” of those they study, and the result­
ing effi�ciency of market outcomes. True to her membership of the
Chicago  school  of  conservative­leaning  economists,  Ms  Goldin
does  not  off�er  the  confi�dent  prescriptions  for  the  expansion  of
government that could have easily followed her compelling diag­
nosis of the problem. Some parts of her book suggest she supports
more subsidies for child care, like those proposed by President Joe
Biden. But speaking to The Economist she was more circumspect,
pointing out that among Mr Biden’s proposals she would priori­
tise cash transfers to parents (a policy that makes no attempt to
change households’ choices). The book is about “what happened
and why”, she says, rather than solutions.

For love or money
Another theme of the book, however, is just how much progress
for  women  is  a  result  of  technological  change  and  innovation.
Could similar forces disrupt greediness?  For some jobs it is hard to
see how; little can stop the self­employed pouring hours into their
businesses, say. But fi�rms have an incentive to make jobs less gree­
dy, because hiring and promoting mothers means drawing from a
bigger pool of talent. Ms Goldin points to pharmacy as an example
of  an  industry  that  has  made  the  transition.  Many  pharmacists
used to be self­employed, with customers expecting personal ser­
vice. But computers and consolidation have led to pharmacists be­
coming  more  substitutable  for  each  other,  making  the  job  less
greedy without a loss of status or pay. Perhaps remote work or arti­
fi�cial intelligence will do the same for other professions. 

Like a radical, Ms Goldin has identifi�ed a structural feature of
the economy: “It isn’t you, it’s the system,” she reassures the read­
er. But she has the liberal’s hesitancy about disrupting a system
that is built on choice. n�

Free exchange

Mothers’ careers suff�er when parents maximise their combined income, says a new book

To listen to our interview with Claudia Goldin, go to 

www.economist.com/goldin
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Greenhouse gases

Set in green concrete

The romans perfected  concrete,  and
their legacy still stands in the form of

the magnifi�cent roof of the Pantheon, the
world’s  largest  unreinforced  concrete
dome.  Since  it  was  completed  in  around
125ad by the Emperor Hadrian, an awful lot
more  concrete  has  been  poured—some
30bn tonnes every year, at the moment, to
put up buildings, roads, bridges, dams and
other structures. The grey stuff� has become
the most widely used construction materi­
al on the planet, and demand is growing. 

This  is  bad  news  for  global  warming.
The problem is  that concrete’s crucial  in­
gredient,  cement,  which  is  mixed  with
sand, gravel and water to make the stuff�, is
responsible  for  a  huge  amount  of  green­
house­gas emissions. Taking in its various
stages of production, the 5bn tonnes of ce­
ment produced each year account for 8% of
the world’s anthropogenic CO2 emissions.
If  the  cement  industry  were  a  country  it
would  be  the  third­largest  emitter  in  the
world, after China and America. 

So far, concrete has few practical alter­
natives.  The  development  of  cross­lami­
nated, “engineered”, timber—which, being

produced from wood, can be a renewable
resource—is  gaining  interest,  even  for
some  high­rise  buildings.  But  compared
with concrete, engineered timber remains,
for  now,  a  novelty.  Concrete’s  biggest  us­
ers,  especially  China,  which  makes  more
than  half  of  the  world’s  cement,  are  not
about to stop employing it. Hence cleaning
up  the  industry  might  seem  a  hopeless
task. But it isn’t, for technologies are being
developed to make concrete greener. Green
enough, perhaps, for it to go from adding
CO2 to the atmosphere, to subtracting it.

The  place  to  start  is  where  emissions
are  greatest.  Cement  production  begins
with the quarrying of limestone, the main
component of which is calcium carbonate
(CaCO3). This is mixed with clay and passed

through  a  rotating  kiln  at  more  than
1,400oC in a process called calcination. The
heat drives off� the carbon and part of  the
oxygen, which combine to  form CO2. The
remaining lumps, called clinker, are made
of  molecular  complexes  of  calcium  oxide
and  silica,  known  collectively  as  calcium
silicates.  The  clinker  is  then  cooled  and
milled  into  cement.  More  than  half  the
emissions involved in cement­making are
a consequence of calcination, and most of
the rest result from burning coal and other
fossil fuels to power the process (see chart,
overleaf). All told, nearly one tonne of CO2

is released for every tonne of fresh cement.  

Hot stuff�

The  inevitability  of  calcination’s  creation
of  CO2 makes  capturing  the  gas  before  it
can  enter  the  atmosphere,  and  storing  it
away, the most eff�ective approach to decar­
bonise the cement industry, according to a
study by Paul Fennell of Imperial College,
London, and his colleagues, published ear­
lier  this  year  in  Joule.  The  captured  CO2

could be held underground or used by oth­
er  industries—for  instance  to  make  syn­
thetic fuel (see box overleaf). But it might
also  be  injected  back  into  concrete  at  the
point when it is being mixed with water to
cure it. Water promotes chemical reactions
that  cause  cement  to  harden.  CO2 has  a
similar  eff�ect  and,  in  the  process,  gets
locked up as calcium carbonate. 

In  fact,  reversing  calcination  in  this
way makes concrete stronger than if water
alone is used. So, not only is some of the

How cement, a bane of environmentalists, may yet help slow global warming

→ Also in this section

70 Plucking aircraft fuel from thin air
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74 A bloody funeral mask
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original emission thus dealt with, less ce­
ment is needed for a given job, lowering
overall emissions still further. McKinsey, a
consultancy, reckons reverse calcination
could, at present, sequester up to 5% of ce­
ment’s emissions. As the technology im­
proves it expects that might rise to 30%.

Several companies are starting down
this route. CarbonCure, a Canadian fi�rm,
has fi�tted equipment which injects CO2 in­
to ready­mixed concrete to more than 400
plants around the world. Its system has
been used to construct buildings that in­
clude a new campus in Arlington, Virginia,
for Amazon, an online retailer (and also a
shareholder in CarbonCure), and an as­
sembly plant for electric vehicles, for Gen­
eral Motors, in Spring Hill, Tennessee.

At present the CO2 used by CarbonCure
has been captured by industrial­gas com­
panies. But fi�rms are developing equip­
ment intended to collect the gas directly
from cement kilns. And Calix, based in
Sydney, Australia, is working on an electri­
cally powered system which heats the
limestone indirectly, from the outside of
the kiln rather than the inside. That en­
ables pure CO2 to be captured without hav­
ing to clean up combustion gases from fuel
burnt inside the kiln—so, if the electricity
itself came from green sources, the result­
ing cement would be completely green.

A pilot plant using this technology has
run successfully as part of a European Un­
ion research project on a site in Belgium
operated by Heidelberg Cement, a German
fi�rm that is one of world’s biggest cement­
makers. A larger demonstration plant is
due to open in 2023, in Hanover, to help
scale up the technology.

Energising rubbish
Another approach—less green, but still
better than using fossil fuels—is to substi­
tute some of the coal burnt in kilns with
municipal and industrial waste. Several
fi�rms are already doing this. Cemex, a Mex­
ican building­materials giant, for example,
makes a kiln fuel called Climafuel out of
municipal waste that has been denuded of

its recyclable substances. This is rich, in
the form of plant material (“biomass”), in
carbon that has recently been in the atmo­
sphere, and is simply returning there, rath­
er than having been dug up as fossil fuel.
Up to 60% of the coal used by some of Ce­
mex’s British cement plants has been re­
placed with Climafuel.

Companies are also looking at ways to
substitute some of the cement in concrete
with other materials. Many add fl�y ash, a
by­product of coal­fi�red power plants, or
crushed slag from the blast furnaces used
to make iron. But neither of these ap­
proaches is sustainable in the long run. As
Peter Harrop, boss of idTechEx, a fi�rm of
analysts in Cambridge, England, and the

co­author of a new report on the future of
concrete and cement, observes, coal use is
dwindling and steel production aspires to
move to newer, cleaner technologies.

For Dr Harrop, an important part of the
answer is to “tech­up” concrete in ways
which mean that less of it will be needed to
do particular jobs. This means adding
things like synthetic and natural fi�bres—or
even graphene, a substance stronger than
steel that consists of single­layer sheets of
carbon atoms. Only small amounts are
needed to produce benefi�cial results.

Graphene and other reinforcement will
lead to new, ultra­high­performance con­
cretes, which Dr Harrop thinks will be par­
ticularly suitable for 3d printing. This

The ins and outs of making cement
Manufacturing processes per one tonne of cement

Source: McKinsey
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Most people who think about such
things agree that replacing fossil

fuels with renewable electricity, either
directly or indirectly, is the best way to
decarbonise industry, transport and the
heating and cooling of buildings. But
there are some holdout areas where this
is hard. Cement (as described in the
adjacent piece) is one. Aviation is anoth­
er, because batteries are too heavy and
hydrogen (which could be made using
renewable electricity) too bulky to do the
job easily. Hydrocarbon aviation fuels are
thus likely to be around for a while.

But such fuels need not be fossil. They
might be synthesised from the CO2 ex­
haust of various industrial processes.
And a study just published in Nature, by
Aldo Steinfeld of eth Zurich, a techno­
logical university in Switzerland, and his
colleagues, shows how they might liter­
ally be plucked from thin air.

Dr Steinfeld and his team devised and
tested a system that, in essence, reima­
gines the natural process of photosyn­
thesis. Plants take in atmospheric CO2

and water and, with sunlight providing
the energy, turn those raw materials into
organic molecules. And that is exactly
what Dr Steinfeld has done.

The process has three stages. The fi�rst
absorbs CO2 and water from the atmo­
sphere using a so­called direct­air­cap­
ture device made by Climeworks, a spin­
off� of eth founded by two of Dr Stein­
feld’s students that made the news re­
cently by opening a demonstration car­
bon­capture­and­storage system in
Iceland. There, however, the CO2 is re­
acted with basalt rock to dispose of it. Dr
Steinfeld’s system makes use of it.

The second stage is the clever bit. It

employs concentrated sunlight to heat a
material called cerium oxide which,
when so heated, reacts with both CO2 and
water. The reaction with CO2 creates
carbon monoxide. The one with water
creates hydrogen. In both cases the by­
product is oxygen, which is vented into
the atmosphere. But a mixture of carbon
monoxide and hydrogen is a familiar one
to industrial chemists. It is called syngas,
and is widely used as a raw material to
make other things.

The third part of the process is there­
fore to turn the syngas into organic
molecules. For the hydrocarbons that
make up aviation fuel an industrial
chemist would normally turn to what is
known as the Fischer­Tropsch process.
For their demonstrator, the team chose
another route, which led to methanol
rather than hydrocarbons. But the gener­
al idea is the same.

The team’s demonstration rig, which
they installed on the roof of eth’s Mach­
ine Laboratory Building, had a typical
yield of 32ml of pure methanol per sev­
en­hour day—tiny, but a clear proof of
principle. A back­of­the­envelope calcu­
lation suggests that substituting the
world’s aviation­fuel market entirely in
this way would need 45,000km2 of suit­
ably insolated land. That sounds a lot,
but is equivalent to about 0.5% of the
area of the Sahara Desert. 

Air­captured aviation fuel would
certainly need its path to market
smoothed by appropriate carbon taxes
on the fossil variety, and possibly other
measures. But Dr Steinfeld’s rig does
seem to have demonstrated a credible
and potentially scalable way to go about
making the stuff�.

Green aviation

Liquid sunshine

A way of combining atmospheric CO2 and water to make aircraft fuel
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builds up precise layers of material under
robotic control, and greatly reduces waste.
“Using much less cement is a very impor­
tant part of the answer,” he adds, especially
as cement production looks otherwise set
to double over the next 20 years.

Additives  can  also  make  concrete  last
longer  and  reduce  the  need  for  mainte­
nance. At the University of Michigan, Vic­
tor Li and his colleagues use synthetic and
natural fi�bres, along with CO2 injection, to
produce a bendable concrete they call En­
gineered  Cementitious  Composite  (ecc).
The internal structure of this material was
inspired by nacre, a fl�exible material com­
monly called “mother of pearl” that coats
the insides of the shells of molluscs such
as abalone and oysters.

Adding such fl�exibility to concrete lets
bridges  and  roads  cope  more  easily  with
heavy traffi�c, and improves the earthquake
resistance  of  tall  buildings.  ecc develops
only tiny surface cracks when it ages. Dr Li
says it is thus better at keeping water out
and  preventing  corrosion  of  reinforcing
steel bars inside. Such corrosion can cause
reinforced­concrete structures to crumble
within a few years of their construction—
sometimes resulting in their collapse.

To zero and beyond
Substitution of materials could go still fur­
ther. Solidia, a fi�rm in New Jersey, makes
cement containing calcium silicates with a
higher ratio of silica to calcium oxide than
the  standard  “Portland”  variety.  This  has
two  consequences.  One  is  that  Solidia’s
process  requires  less  heat  (and  therefore
less fossil fuel) than conventional calcina­
tion,  and  so  releases  less  CO2 in  the  fi�rst
place. The other is that, when mixed into
concrete, Solidia’s silica­rich silicates can
be cured more rapidly than regular cement
by  using  captured  CO2 instead  of  water.
Solidia  is  working  on  applications  for  its
cement with one of its investors, Lafarge­
Holcim, a Swiss building­supplies giant.

Taking all these developments into ac­
count,  how  green  could  concrete  get?  Dr
Fennell says it would be reasonably easy to
reduce  the  industry’s  CO2 emissions  to
around 80% of present levels per tonne of
concrete  produced  by  better  energy  use
and  the  modifi�cation  of  materials.  But
companies could really pull the stops out if
they moved to kilns largely or entirely po­
wered by biomass, such as wood. The car­
bon in this would, until recently, have been
CO2 in the air. If, after being turned back in­
to that gas by being burned in the kiln, it
was stored away and not released, the con­
sequence,  as  new  trees  grew  to  replace
those consumed, would be a net fl�ow of

carbon out of the atmosphere.
This sort of system, called bioenergy

with carbon capture and storage (beccs), is
one way climate modellers imagine pro­
viding the “negative emissions” needed for
net­zero or net­negative emissions targets.
beccs­based electricity generation is often
talked of, but beccs might actually be bet­
ter suited to cement­making—because in a
carbon­conscious world the CO2­capturing
equipment will already be there, dealing
with results of calcination. And if that hap­
pened, one of the pariahs of global warm­
ing might thus redeem itself by helping al­
leviate the damage being done to the plan­
et, and so leave behind a legacy as impres­
sive in its way as that of the Romans. n�

Unimals

Balls, sticks and

the Baldwin eff�ect

It might sound obvious that if you want
to improve a robot’s software, you should

improve its software. Agrim Gupta of Stan­
ford University, however, begs to diff�er. He
thinks you can also improve a robot’s soft­
ware  by  improving  its  hardware—that  is,
by letting the hardware adapt itself to the
software’s capabilities. 

As they describe in Nature Communica-

tions, he and his colleagues have devised a
way of testing this idea. In doing so, they
have brought to robotics the principles of
evolution by natural selection. They have
also cast the spotlight on an evolutionary
idea that dates from the 1890s, but which
has hitherto proved hard to demonstrate.

There  is  a  wrinkle.  The  team’s  robots,
which they dub “unimals”, are not  things
of metal and plastic. Rather, they are soft­

ware  entities  that  interact  with  a  virtual
environment  in  the  way  that  metal­and­
plastic  devices  might  interact  with  a  real
one.  Unimals  are  pretty  simple,  having
spheres for heads and cylinders for limbs
(see  picture).  The  environments  through
which they roamed were also simple, and
came in three varieties: fl�at arenas, arenas
fi�lled with hills, steps and rubble, and ones
that  had  the  complexities  of  the  second
sort, but with added props like cubes that
needed to be moved around.

To begin with, the unimals were given a
variety  of  randomly  assigned  shapes,  but
with  identical  software  running  each  of
them. That software was a piece of artifi�cial
intelligence called a deep evolutionary re­
inforcement learning algorithm, or derl. 

Newly created unimals started in a vir­
tual boot camp, in which the derl learned
enough  about  the  world  to  face  the  chal­
lenges to come. They were then entered in­
to tournaments. In groups of four, Dr Gup­
ta put them through tests of agility, stabil­
ity and ability to manipulate objects. Each
group’s winner was allowed to “breed” by
spawning  a  daughter  with  one  mutation
(an extra limb for stability, perhaps, or ex­
tra rotation in a joint, for fl�exibility). This
daughter was substituted for the oldest un­
imal in the pool, assigned to a new group of
four, and the process repeated. 

Unimals were withdrawn from the fray
after ten generations of evolution, and Dr
Gupta  reckons  about  4,000  varieties  of
them underwent  training. The  team were
surprised  by  the  diversity  of  shapes  that
evolved.  Some  had  arms  as  well  as  legs.
Others  had  only  legs.  There  were  bipeds,
tripeds and quadrupeds. Some moved like
lizards. Others resembled an octopus walk­
ing  on  land.  Crucially,  though,  the  re­
searchers  found  that  the  most  successful
unimals learned tasks in half the time that
their oldest ancestors had taken, and that
those which evolved in the toughest arenas
were the most successful of all. 

In this evolution of unimals’ morpholo­
gy to promote the ability to learn, Dr Gupta
sees  a  version  of  something  called  the
Baldwin eff�ect. In 1896 James Baldwin, an
American psychologist, argued that minds
evolve  to  make  optimal  use  of  the  mor­
phologies  of  the  bodies  they  fi�nd  them­
selves  in.  What  Dr  Gupta  has  shown,
though in software rather than in the real,
biological world, is that the obverse can al­
so  be  true—changes  in  body  morphology
can  optimise  the  way  minds  (or,  at  least,
derls) work. Even though he held the soft­
ware constant from generation to genera­
tion,  it became more effi�cient at  learning
as the unimals’ bodies evolved. 

Whether  that  discovery  can  be  turned
to account in the way robots are developed
remains  to  be  seen. But it is  certainly,  in
the  jargon  beloved  of some businessfolk,
an out­of­the­box idea. n�

A novel way to optimise robots

Correction An eagle-eyed reader has spotted that
the picture illustrating one of last week’s Science
and technology stories, “No sex please, we’re
condors”, was of an Andean condor, not one of the
Californian variety. Sorry.
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Animal migration

Eel meet again

From aristotle to Sigmund Freud, eels’
reproductive habits have puzzled ob-

servers of the natural world. In a life-cycle
the opposite of a salmon’s, they grow from
youth to maturity in rivers and ponds and
then go to sea to spawn. Exactly where they
do this spawning, though, was a mystery—
until, a century ago, a Danish marine biolo-
gist called Johannes Schmidt painstaking-
ly trawled eel larvae from the depths of the
Atlantic Ocean and found that they got
smaller and smaller until he arrived at the
Sargasso Sea, which thus seemed to be
European eels’ fons et origo.

Subsequent work traced American eels
to the Sargasso, too, while those from East
Asia and some other parts of the Pacific
spawn near Guam. Even with all this to go
on, however, no one has yet captured a sex-
ually mature eel from the wild, nor ob-
served the species in the act of spawning.
And there also remains the question of
how adult eels, having left their riparian
homes, find their way to these spawning
grounds in the first place. To investigate
that, Caroline Durif of the Institute of Ma-
rine Research in Bergen, Norway, has been
studying eels’ magnetic sense. 

Dr Durif knew from previous work that,
like many other animals which migrate
long distances, eels can sense Earth’s mag-
netic field. But the details were obscure.
Her hypothesis was that the fish must be
able to detect not only the direction of the
field (as this previous work had shown
they could), but also its strength—or “flux”,
to use the technical term. Since the flux of
Earth’s field varies with latitude, being
weakest at the equator and greatest at the
poles, flux detection would provide a way
for European eels (for example), to know
how far south they were. That, combined
with their established ability to know the
direction of north, would be enough for
them to find their way back to the Sargasso
by swimming more or less south-west.

In a study published in Fish and Fisher-

ies Dr Durif and her colleagues tested this
idea by comparing geomagnetic flux with
existing tracking data for five eel species.
They showed that eel larvae do indeed tra-
vel to regions of higher flux (which tends
to propel those from the Sargasso north-
ward) while adults do the opposite. Her hy-
pothesis is that eels retain both a memory
of the flux at their hatchery and a recollec-
tion of the details of how it changed as they
migrated. Then, when mature, they invert

that pattern and use it as a navigation aid to
return whence they came. 

If true, this has implications for eel con-
servation. A crash in the Baltic eel popula-
tion, for example, led to attempts, which
began in 2007, to replenish that body of
water each year with incoming youngsters
collected from the densely eeled Atlantic
coast of France. The hope was that these
transplants would flourish in their new
home, to the benefit of local fisherfolk, and
that those fish not taken by people or other
predators would ultimately find their way
back to the Sargasso to spawn future gener-
ations of European eels. 

The success of the second of these aspi-
rations is in doubt, however. Recent stud-

ies suggest that only 13% of transplanted
eels manage to escape from the Baltic. If Dr
Durif is right, that may be because, first,
the fish have been confused by the sudden
shift in magnetic flux caused by their en-
forced journey north, and second, being
predisposed by their internal compasses to
head south-west—an appropriate direc-
tion of travel to the Sargasso from France—
they have been unable to find their way out
of the Baltic through the Danish archipela-
go, which requires an initial detour north.
Only eels that made this journey in reverse
as youngsters will carry an instinct to go
the right way. Most of the involuntary mi-
grants presumably perish, frustrated, on
the shores of Poland and Germany. n�

Don’t know where, don’t know when

This funeral mask, photographed by
Yoshii Yutaka of the Sicán Archae-

ological Project, in Peru, was discovered
30 years ago, 800km to the north of Lima.
The Sicán were a group who flourished
around 500 years before the arrival, in
the 1500s, of Europeans. The red paint
adorning the mask is made of cinnabar, a
compound of mercury and sulphur. But
turning cinnabar into paint requires a
binding agent—and in this case it must
have been a good one, to keep the paint
attached to the mask for so long. Luciana
da Costa Carvalho of Oxford University
therefore set out to discover what it was.

Initial mass spectroscopy suggested
proteins were involved, but shed no light
on which. A follow-up study, however,
produced the astonishing suggestion

that the binder in question was chim-
panzee blood—astonishing because
chimps are African, not American ani-
mals. Further investigation revealed the
mistake. The blood was actually from
chimps’ close relatives, Homo sapiens.

Human blood is sticky when it clots,
and would certainly bind cinnabar to
gold for a millennium—but so would
that of many other species. This suggests
human blood in particular was chosen
for another, presumably ritual, reason.
Being picked as the donor of this blood
may well have been an honour, though
that is impossible to tell. But given many
pre-Columbian peoples’ proclivity for
human sacrifice, rather than mere blood-
letting, it might not have been an honour
that was highly sought after.

Funerary rituals

Blood not so simple

A South American funeral mask raises intriguing questions

Mask of the red death 

013



75The Economist November 6th 2021Books & arts

Nationalism and revolution

The day after the dream

When a coalition of  footloose  mer­
chants,  sea  captains,  hard­pressed

peasants,  landlords,  bandits,  clerics  and
intellectuals  raised  the  fl�ag  against  the
Ottomans  in  the  spring  of  1821,  the  great
powers of Europe knew exactly what they
thought. This impertinent move to estab­
lish  a  state  called  Greece  spelled  trouble
and should be discouraged.

After six years of grinding warfare, eco­
nomic  ruin  and  atrocities,  the  calculus
shifted.  Europe’s  masters  felt  they  had
more to fear from an Ottoman victory, with
all  the  punitive  killings  and  deportations
that would follow. In October 1827 the Brit­
ish, French and Russian navies—notional­
ly bent on enforcing a truce—sank the Ot­
toman and Egyptian fl�eet in Navarino Bay.
That did not instantly create a functioning
Greek state, but it was a matter of time.

In  turn  that  set  a  precedent  for  the

emergence of other small, proud European
states,  wrested  from  the  grip  of  the  Rus­
sian,  Austro­Hungarian  and  Ottoman 
empires—a  process  lasting  until  the  fi�nal
collapse  of  those  empires  during  or  soon
after the fi�rst world war. As the subtitle of
Mark  Mazower’s  new  book  maintains,
events  in  Greece  200  years  ago  helped
shape modern Europe. His elegant and rig­
orous account also holds lessons for mod­
ern  geopolitics:  about  the  galvanising  ef­
fects of violence, the role of foreign inter­
vention and the design fl�aws in dreams.

What changed the international view of
the  Greek  struggle?  To  some  extent,  the

emergence  of  a  new  phenomenon  called
public opinion. As Mr Mazower recalls, the
Ottoman response to the uprising fanned
philhellenic sentiment across Europe and
America. Russia was appalled by the hang­
ing of the Orthodox Patriarch in Constanti­
nople;  liberal  Europeans  and  Americans
were  shocked  by  the  slaughter  of  tens  of
thousands of Greeks on the island of Chios.
Western  idealists  (including  Lord  Byron)
fl�ocked to fi�ght for Hellenic freedom.

A powerful view of the drive for Greek
independence is cynical about all this. And
some  Western  philhellenes  were  indeed
horrifi�ed when, after arriving in this sup­
posedly enchanted land, they found that in
appearance  and  manners  the  insurgent
Hellenes  were  not  so  dissimilar  from  the
Ottomans.  One  volunteer,  Thomas  Gor­
don, was dismayed by seeing a massacre of
Muslims  and  Jews  in  the  Peloponnesian
stronghold of Tripolitsa.

Mr Mazower acknowledges the sins of
some Greek warlords, but his emphasis is
diff�erent. Somewhere amid the bloodlust,
fl�ight  and  ethnic  cleansing,  he  says,  a
change  in  consciousness  came  about.  “A
new collective understanding of the Greek
nation emerged out of the wartime refugee
experience,”  not  least  as  those  involved
“came from all over the Greek world”.

The Greek struggle for independence helped inspire a wave of nationalism—
and holds lessons for foreign intervention today
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The Greek Revolution: 1821 and the
Making of Modern Europe. By Mark
Mazower. Penguin Press; 608 pages; $35.
Allen Lane; £30
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He writes sympathetically of the swash­
buckling  commander  Georgios  Karaiska­
kis, who, after some impressive victories,
was slain in battle in 1827. As the author de­
scribes  him,  Karaiskakis  came  from  a
world of near­anarchy and opportunism in
northern Greece but grasped that panhel­
lenic interests must prevail over personal
squabbles  (a  leap  some  bigwigs  failed  to
make).  If  such  laudatory  views  were  ex­
pressed in a Greek textbook, they might be
dismissed  as  patriotic  hype.  But  coming
from Mr Mazower, an eminent historian of
the Balkans, they command respect. 

And  they  capture  an  important  truth,
which  applies  to  many  nationalist  upris­
ings.  Yesterday’s  unrealistic  goal  can  be­
come  today’s  imperative,  given  the  rapid
shifts  of  sentiment  that  bloodshed  and
suff�ering engender. Common agony can be
an  eff�ective  glue,  as  many  would­be  re­
pressors of rebellion, including the British
in post­1916 Ireland, realised too late. 

I dream, you fantasise
Bulgarians, Poles, Romanians, Hungarians
and  Balts  subsequently  claimed  and
gained their independence. A rich variety
of  local  circumstances  coloured  these
nationalist  movements,  but  several  were
inspired  by  the  Greek  example.  All  such
projects  are  based  in  part  on  romantic
fantasy, of which the Utopian dreams har­
boured  by  Greece’s  leaders  and  their
foreign supporters were a peculiarly com­
pelling  specimen:  they  strove  to  recreate
one of history’s most glorious epochs, that
of classical Hellas. 

For Greece’s external well­wishers and
some Athenian patriots, that meant resur­
recting  Periclean  Athens;  others  in  the
Greek  ruling  class  dreamed  of  forging  a
neo­Byzantine empire based in Constanti­
nople.  Some  entertained  both  visions  at
once.  These  dreams  underpin  some  bril­
liant  modern  Greek  poetry  but  they  are  a
poor guide for practical statecraft.

Well  into  independence,  Greece  was  a
strange mixture of modern and premodern
statehood.  It  incorporated  an  ambitious
polyglot  elite,  enjoying  fortunes  made  in
Alexandria or Odessa, and a rural reality in
which  violent  strongmen  defi�ed  central
power.  Yet  the  Greek  state  did  eventually
become a more or less coherent polity, al­
beit  with  failings—such  as  a  tendency  to
overspend  and  overreach—that  can  be
traced to the delusions of grandeur which
plagued the enterprise from the start. 

That bears out Mr Mazower’s portrayal
of the insurgency as a truly transformative
revolution. Many readers will see parallels
with modern times more broadly. After all,
in the past 30 years there has been a resur­
gence—and  then  a  crash—of  gung­ho
liberal internationalism, which often ech­
oed  the  pro­Greek  sentiments  voiced  in
Western capitals in the 1820s.

Both then and more recently there was
a burst of confi�dence in the possibility of
instigating  reform  and  modernisation  in
remote, rugged lands through a mix of lo­
cal  fi�ghting  spirit  and  strategic  interven­
tion  from  afar.  Think  of  the  nato bom­
bardment that helped detach Kosovo from
Yugoslavia in 1999, or the excitement felt in
November  2001  when  rough­hewn  Tajik
warriors  and  precision­guided  missiles
combined  to  overthrow  the  Taliban  with
seemingly  miraculous  ease.  Or  recall  the
certainty felt in 2011, among politicians in
London  and  Paris,  that  high­tech  support
for  tenacious  Libyan  rebels  would  estab­
lish a stable new order in Tripoli. 

At  the  same  time,  the  exasperation  of
starry­eyed philhellenes (even Byron) over
the foibles of their Greek allies may seem
familiar  to  any  Western  bureaucrat  who
struggled to prop up the nato­protected
order in Afghanistan. The miserable col­
lapse of that order seemed to vindicate the
sceptics who insist that nation­building in
wild places is impossible, and an ill­
advised use of military force.

Mr Mazower’s argument is a counter­
weight to that pessimism, albeit a nuanced
one. In the story he tells, native pluck and
endurance really can combine with strate­
gic intervention to create new political and
social realities. The proviso is that the in­
tervention must go with the grain of local
powerbrokers and the traditions they per­
sonify. That vital rider may explain why, in
its own terms, nato succeeded in Kosovo
and failed in Afghanistan. n�

Women and philosophy

The moral of 
the story

“There has never been a woman who
could do philosophy as she can.” So

said Philippa Foot of her friend, Elizabeth
Anscombe,  in  a  recommendation  to  the
head of an Oxford college in 1957. Letters of
reference can exaggerate. If Anscombe had
a  precursor,  would  anyone  have  known?
Before the 20th century, it was nearly im­
possible for a philosophically gifted wom­
an to gain recognition, unless she was roy­
al or at least a duchess. How that situation
began to change, at least in Britain, is part
of the story told in this fi�ne group biogra­
phy of four women, who became friends at
Oxford during the second word war.

Its other two subjects are Iris Murdoch

and Mary Midgley, who, like  Anscombe,
had  been  well­educated,  middle­class
girls. As Benjamin Lipscomb, an American
philosopher,  explains,  Foot  was  much
posher. Her grandfather, Grover Cleveland,
was twice America’s president. Her earlier
education  was  overseen  by  nannies  and
consisted mainly of riding and parties.

Murdoch  (pictured),  the  most  famous
of the quartet, is best­known for her nov­
els. But she was also a philosophy don at
Oxford for 15 years, having decided to be­
come  one  after  hearing  Jean­Paul  Sartre
lecture. Anscombe was the most eccentric.
Monocled,  cigar­smoking  and  renowned
for removing her trousers when a restau­
rant  informed  her  that  women  could  not
wear them, she was mistaken for a clean­
ing  lady  when  she  arrived  to  take  up  the
Cambridge chair of philosophy once occu­
pied by her friend, Ludwig Wittgenstein.

Much of Midgley’s philosophical work
was  not  written  for  academics.  Her  fi�rst
book  appeared  when  she  was  almost  60
and was followed by 15 more, many taking
aim at what she saw as oversimplifi�cations
by biologists, psychologists and other sci­
entists. She had a spat with Richard Daw­
kins over whether it is helpful to call genes
“selfi�sh”.  Midgley  paused  her  career  for 
over  a  decade  to  care  for  three  children. 
Anscombe, a devout Catholic, brought up
seven without blinking;  the secret was to
realise that “dirt doesn’t matter”.

What did matter to all four women was
ethics.  They  were  dissatisfi�ed  with  the
state  of  moral  philosophy,  especially  as
practised at Oxford. It was both too dry, be­
cause it focused on the language of morals
rather  than  on  ethical  dilemmas,  and
mostly wrong, because it did not even get
the  linguistic  questions  right.  Foot
chipped  away  at  the  idea  that  descriptive
and  evaluative  language  could  be  neatly
separated: calling an action “rude”, for ex­
ample,  both  describes  it  and  rebukes  it.

The Women Are Up to Something. 
By Benjamin Lipscomb. Oxford University
Press; 326 pages; $27.95 and £20

Murdoch’s piercing irises 
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Against the orthodoxy of the time, she thus
maintained  that  there  was  no  yawning
chasm between facts and values. 

Anscombe argued along similar lines in
a seminal paper published in 1958: Hume,
Kant, Bentham, Mill and others all came in
for a drubbing. Moral philosophers, she in­
sisted, needed to rethink many of their be­
liefs about human nature and psychology.
Two years earlier, she had made headlines
in  the  wider  world  by  objecting  to  the
award  of  an  Oxford  degree  to  Harry  Tru­
man. In her eyes, the bombings of Hiroshi­
ma and Nagasaki made him a mass­mur­
derer. The dons of one college were told to
go and vote Anscombe down, because “the
women are up to something”.

The four women in Mr Lipscomb’s live­
ly  tale  did  not  only  philosophise  about
morals (and, in Anscombe’s case, much be­
sides). They campaigned to improve the
world, according to their lights. Anscombe
was twice arrested at abortion clinics; Mur­
doch was refused an American visa
because of her past membership of the
Communist Party. Foot was devoted to the
anti­poverty charity, Oxfam; Midgley was
active in the animal­welfare, environmen­
tal and disarmament movements.

It may have been the war that made
them. Midgley reckoned she had found her
voice as a philosopher only because there
were so few men at Oxford when she stud­
ied there. They were mostly away, fi�ghting.
The only time when most Oxford philoso­
phy students have been women was when
this quartet were undergraduates. n�

Nigerian fiction

Body blows

Writers, like most people, tend to
slow down with age. Not Wole Soyin­

ka,  Africa’s  fi�rst  Nobel  laureate  in  litera­
ture. After focusing for nearly 50 years on
plays, poetry and activism, at 87 he has re­
turned to fi�ction, which he last published
in 1972. As the narrator says of the mysteri­
ous enterprise at the heart of his new book,
this  is  not  some  “mumbo­jumbo,  cocka­
too­feather,  dried­leather­thong,  cowrie­
and­tortoiseshell  operation”.  Eccentric  as
the tale may seem, it is a tense, well­plot­
ted novel comprised of several stories that
come together in the fi�nal pages. 

Four  old  friends  go  way  back.  As  boys

they made a secret pact, swearing to sup­
port  one  another  come  what  may.  They
called themselves the “Gong o’Four”. “Four
for  one,  one  for  four,  gung­ho!”  they  re­
peated  when  they  met.  Farodion  was  the
fi�rst to lose touch, but he was always a bit
of  an  outsider.  Badetona  was  similar  in
character,  marked  out  by  his  passion  for
fi�gures. Gregarious Duyole, they all agreed,
had the most fertile mind, a font of ideas
that were “shared, not hoarded”. His bond
with  Kighare  Menka,  who  became  a
renowned surgeon, was always special. 

Dr Menka narrates. He works in north­
ern  Nigeria,  operating  on  the  victims  of
bombings  by  Boko  Haram;  the  people  in
his chronicles are hardly happy. When he
fi�nds that a  trade  in human body parts  is
being run out of his own hospital, his pro­
fessional  demeanour  cracks.  He  embarks
on  a  search  that  will  transform  his  life—
and those of the rest of the Gong o’Four. 

Famed as a playwright, Mr Soyinka likes
playing with words, and his prose is full of
puns and witticisms. Above all, though, he
enjoys dramatic set pieces, in which Nige­
rian  society  abounds;  he  brings  funerals
and fundamentalist prayer meetings to life
in all their lurid splendour. But his purpose
is not merely to ridicule his fellow Nigeri­
ans. During a scene in which a suspected
robber is set upon by a market crowd and
almost  decapitated,  Duyole  turns  to  the
narrator.  “Something  is  broken,”  he  tells
the doctor. “Beyond race. Outside colour or
history. Something has cracked.”

On  one  level,  this  is  a  sophisticated
thriller.  On  another,  it  is  an  excoriating
moral satire about the vanity and corrup­
tion  of  Nigeria’s  political  class,  with  its
business cronies and kleptocratic preach­
ers. In Mr Soyinka’s telling, the country is
not  so  much  a  failed  state  as  a  sick  one.
Infected with greed, vanity and self­delu­
sion, its body politic appears, in his novel,
to be beyond cure. n�

Chronicles from the Land of the Happiest
People on Earth. By Wole Soyinka.
Pantheon; 464 pages; $28. Bloomsbury
Circus; £20

A gloomy diagnosis 

Books and social media

Word of mouth

Ayoung woman holds  up  a  book  and
smiles. “This is day one of me reading

‘The Song of Achilles’,” she says. The video
jumps forward. “And this”, she moans, her
face stained with tears, “is me fi�nishing it.”
Another  clip,  entitled  “Books  that  will
make  you  SOB”,  off�ers  written  notes  on
how  assorted  stories  got  readers  to  cry,
such  as  “I  can’t  think  about  it  without
bawling”  and  “ended  up  crying  sm  [so
much]  i  had  to  change  my  shirt”.  This  is
BookTok,  as  the  literary  wing  of  the  app
TikTok  is  known.  Imagine  the  emotional
pitch  of  a  Victorian  melodrama,  add  mu­
sic, and you have the general idea.

BookTok is passionate. It is also profi�t­
able—at least for publishers. Bloomsbury,
a  publishing  house  based  in  Britain,  re­
cently  reported  record  sales  and  a  220%
rise  in  profi�ts,  which  Nigel  Newton,  its
boss, put down partly to the “absolute phe­
nomenon” of BookTok. On Amazon, Book­
Tok  is so  infl�uential  that  it has  leapt  into
the  titles  of  books  themselves.  The  novel
“It Ends With Us”, for instance, is now list­
ed  as  “It  Ends  With  Us:  TikTok  made  me
buy it!” Evidently TikTok did a good job: the
romance  is  riding  high  in  the  top  100  in
both Britain and America.

The medium is not quite as gushy as it
might  seem.  Much  of  the  overdone  emo­
tion is  ironic, and some of the videos are
very  funny—particularly  those  with  the
hashtag #writtenbymen, which poke fun at
the  male  gaze.  Nonetheless,  many  would

A new form of literary criticism is
boosting sales of books

The new tastemakers 
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make mainstream book reviewers tut. But
why should the young women who are
BookTok’s stars care what fogeyish literary
types think of them? Until fairly recently,
their perspective was marginalised in both
fi�ction and criticism. White men domin­
ated both—even though most novel­read­
ers are female.

BookTok has helped upend that hierar­
chy. Selene Velez (pictured on previous
page), a 19­year­old American student, is
behind @moongirlreads_ (an account with
185,000 followers). She focuses on authors
who aren’t typically “taken as seriously” as
others. “I’m a woman of colour,” she says.
“I try to promote authors of colour.”

At the same time, BookTok pushes back
against publishing amnesia. Books are
imagined to confer immortality on au­
thors—to be a “monument more lasting

than bronze”, as the Roman poet Horace
wrote—but the lifespan of most is start­
lingly short. Dig out a list of bestsellers
from 20 years ago: not only are today’s
readers unlikely to buy them, most won’t
have heard of them. Many of the books will
have joined the legions of what W.H.
Auden called the “undeservedly forgotten”.

BookTok is resurrecting backlists. One
reason publishers noticed it, says Philip
Gwyn Jones of Picador, a British imprint,
was that, under its infl�uence, old titles
were creeping back into the bestseller
charts. It off�ers such books “a second lease
on life”, and he applauds it. “Eventually, a
great book fi�nds its readers,” Mr Gwyn
Jones says. “You just have to hope that, un­
like Kafka, [authors] don’t have to die be­
fore that happens.” Start trending on Book­
Tok, and they won’t. n�

Edvard Munch

Light in the darkness

“This great and lonely artist”, wrote
J.P.  Hodin  of  Edvard  Munch,  “has

been appreciated…only by a handful of ini­
tiated people in the West. He has remained
practically  unknown  to  the  Americans  as
well as to the English and French.” A distin­
guished art historian, Hodin made his ap­
praisal  in  1950,  six  years  after  Munch’s
death, when the Museum of Modern Art in
New  York  staged  a  retrospective  of  his
work.  In  the  seven  decades  since,  Munch
has become a rock star of world art. 

“The Scream”, in which a human fi�gure
clasps its skull against a swirling sunset, is
as  recognisable  as  Van  Gogh’s  sunfl�owers
or  Monet’s  water  lilies.  Its  mystique  was
boosted  in  1994  when  thieves  stole
Munch’s  original  version  of  the  painting
(he made several) from Norway’s National
Gallery. In 2004 masked gunmen made off�
with  another  version  in  broad  daylight
from  the  poorly  secured  (and  relatively
small)  Munch  Museum.  Both  were  reco­
vered,  though  the  picture  swiped  in  the
second theft was damaged.

The drama in 2004 contributed to a de­
cision  to  build  a  new  museum  for  the
country’s most famous painter. Four years
later offi�cials in Oslo announced plans to
house  the  city’s  trove  of  42,000  Munch­
related objects, including paintings, sculp­
tures, prints and photos. The inauguration
was scheduled for 2014—when Norway cel­
ebrated the 200th anniversary of the sign­
ing of its constitution—but wrangling over
costs  and  architecture,  as  well  as  the

covid­19 pandemic, delayed  it  until  last
month. A street party followed the ribbon­
cutting by King Harald and Queen Sonja.

“Forget everything you know about mu­
seums,”  says  Stein  Olav  Henrichsen,
munch’s  director.  “This  is  totally  diff�er­
ent.” (It has even dropped the word “muse­
um” from its name.) The 13­storey building
on the Oslo Fjord is one of the biggest insti­
tutions in the world devoted to a single art­
ist, with a theatre, library, cinema, rooftop
restaurant and space for temporary exhibi­
tions. It towers over the city’s opera house,

a public library and residential buildings,
all part of a recent urban­renewal project. 

The  unusual  design  is  controversial.
Some  Norwegians  have  criticised  the  air­
port­like feel of the monochromatic interi­
or,  apparently  meant  to  accommodate
throngs  of  Munch  devotees.  Others  are
wowed by the undulating aluminium clad­
ding on the exterior, which gleams in sun­
light  during  the  day  and  emits  light
through  perforations  at  night,  setting  the
tower  afl�ame.  Juan  Herreros,  the  muse­
um’s Spanish architect, says he wanted to
make  art  the  building’s  protagonist.  No
whimsy was to obscure the work on show. 

As  you  might  expect,  “The  Scream”  is
the  centrepiece.  Only  on  arrival  will  visi­
tors learn which of three rotating versions
will be on display. They are part of “Edvard
Munch  Infi�nite”,  a  permanent  exhibition
of some of his best­known paintings, such
as “Madonna” (sometimes called “Woman
Making Love”), also stolen  in  the heist of
2004.  “Edvard  Munch  Monumental”  pre­
sents some of the large paintings he made
for the University of Oslo. “The Research­
ers”,  a  36­foot  (11­metre)  bathing  scene, 
refl�ects the interest he developed in vital­
ism  after  a  nervous  collapse.  A  school  of
thought  popular  in  Germany,  where
Munch lived in the 1890s, vitalism empha­
sised hygiene, physical education and the
life­enhancing force of the sun.

Munch’s childhood was traumatic. His
mother and favourite sister died of tuber­
culosis. Another sister was diagnosed with
schizophrenia; his father suff�ered from de­
pression. The artist himself struggled with
mental  illness.  A  lifelong  bachelor,  who
saw out his days on an estate outside Oslo,
his  greatest  attachment  was  to  his  work.
When he died, aged 80, he gave thousands
of  items  and  his  personal papers  to  his
home town. It is at last doing justice to his
munifi�cence and his genius. n�

OSLO

A palatial new museum celebrates Norway’s most famous painter

Everyone can hear “The Scream” 
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Economic data

 Gross domestic product Consumer prices Unemployment Current-account Budget Interest rates Currency units
% change on year ago % change on year ago rate balance balance 10-yr gov't bonds change on per $ % change

latest quarter* 2021† latest 2021† % % of GDP, 2021† % of GDP, 2021† latest,% year ago, bp Nov 3rd on year ago

United States 4.9 Q3 2.0 5.7 5.4 Sep 4.4 4.8 Sep -3.5 -12.5 1.6 70.0 -
China 4.9 Q3 0.8 7.9 0.7 Sep 0.8 4.9 Sep‡§ 2.8 -4.9 2.8 §§ -24.0 6.40 4.5
Japan 7.6 Q2 1.9 2.3 0.2 Sep -0.2 2.8 Sep 3.4 -8.9 nil -8.0 114 -8.3
Britain 23.6 Q2 23.9 6.4 3.1 Sep 2.8 4.5 Jul†† -3.9 -10.9 1.1 77.0 0.73 5.5
Canada 12.7 Q2 -1.1 5.4 4.4 Sep 3.1 6.9 Sep -2.3 -9.5 1.7 104 1.24 5.7
Euro area 3.7 Q3 9.1 4.9 4.1 Oct 2.1 7.4 Sep 3.1 -7.1 -0.2 45.0 0.86 -1.2
Austria 12.8 Q2 24.6 4.1 3.6 Oct 2.7 5.2 Sep 2.2 -7.4 0.1 50.0 0.86 -1.2
Belgium 4.7 Q3 7.4 5.0 4.2 Oct 2.3 6.3 Sep 1.1 -7.1 0.1 51.0 0.86 -1.2
France 3.3 Q3 12.6 6.1 2.6 Oct 1.9 7.7 Sep -1.5 -8.5 0.3 63.0 0.86 -1.2
Germany 2.5 Q3 7.3 3.1 4.5 Oct 2.9 3.4 Sep 6.9 -5.7 -0.2 45.0 0.86 -1.2
Greece 16.4 Q2 14.5 6.5 2.2 Sep 0.1 13.3 Sep -4.4 -9.6 1.2 19.0 0.86 -
Italy 3.8 Q3 10.8 6.0 2.9 Oct 1.6 9.2 Sep 3.8 -9.6 1.1 37.0 0.86 -
Netherlands 10.4 Q2 15.9 3.7 2.7 Sep 2.3 3.1 Sep 8.9 -5.2 -0.1 49.0 0.86 -
Spain 2.7 Q3 8.3 5.5 5.5 Oct 2.5 14.6 Sep 0.9 -8.9 0.6 47.0 0.86 -
Czech Republic 8.8 Q2 5.7 3.4 4.9 Sep 3.6 2.7 Sep‡ 3.2 -8.3 2.6 160 22.0
Denmark 10.0 Q2 11.7 3.2 2.2 Sep 1.7 3.3 Sep 7.5 -0.3 0.1 58.0 6.42 -
Norway 6.1 Q2 4.4 3.0 4.1 Sep 3.0 4.0 Aug‡‡ 6.9 -3.0 1.4 76.0 8.54 9.5
Poland 10.8 Q2 6.6 5.2 6.8 Oct 4.7 5.6 Sep§ 2.1 -6.7 2.9 173 3.96 -2.3
Russia 10.5 Q2 na 4.2 8.1 Oct 6.6 4.3 Sep§ 5.2 -0.7 8.3 179 72.1 9.8
Sweden 3.7 Q3 7.4 4.0 2.5 Sep 2.2 8.2 Sep§ 5.2 -1.9 0.3 33.0 8.56 3.1
Switzerland 7.7 Q2 7.4 3.5 1.2 Oct 0.5 2.8 Sep 5.3 -3.8 -0.1 38.0 0.91 il
Turkey 21.7 Q2 na 8.0 19.9 Oct 17.1 12.0 Aug§ -3.0 -3.2 18.9 471 9.67 8
Australia 9.6 Q2 2.7 4.2 3.0 Q3 2.4 4.6 Sep 1.8 -5.9 1.9 108 1.35 7
Hong Kong 5.4 Q3 0.4 6.2 1.4 Sep 1.6 4.5 Sep‡‡ 2.9 -4.2 1.5 91.0 7.78 4
India 20.1 Q2 -41.2 8.2 4.3 Sep 5.4 7.8 Oct -0.9 -7.2 6.4 46.0 74.5 1
Indonesia 7.1 Q2 na 3.0 1.7 Oct 1.7 6.3 Q1§ -0.2 -6.0 6.2 -36.0 14,298 0
Malaysia 16.1 Q2 na 3.8 2.2 Sep 2.4 4.6 Aug§ 2.6 -6.0 3.6 93.0 4.15 0.2
Pakistan 4.7 2021** na 3.8 9.2 Oct 9.2 6.9 2019 -4.4 -6.9 10.6 ††† 114 169 -5.7
Philippines 11.8 Q2 -5.1 4.2 4.8 Sep 4.5 6.9 Q3§ -1.4 -7.5 4.7 164 50.6 -4.3
Singapore 6.5 Q3 3.4 6.1 2.5 Sep 1.9 2.6 Q3 18.1 -4.2 1.8 100 1.35 0.7
South Korea 4.0 Q3 1.2 4.1 3.2 Oct 2.2 2.7 Sep§ 4.6 -4.4 2.5 86.0 1,182 -4.0
Taiwan 3.8 Q3 2.3 5.7 2.6 Sep 2.0 3.9 Sep 15.2 -1.2 0.6 24.0 27.9 2.7
Thailand 7.5 Q2 1.5 1.4 1.7 Sep 1.0 1.5 Dec§ -1.4 -7.8 1.7 55.0 33.3 -6.8
Argentina 17.9 Q2 -5.5 8.1 52.5 Sep 47.3 9.6 Q2§ 1.6 -5.7 na na 99.9 -21.0
Brazil 12.4 Q2 -0.2 5.0 10.2 Sep 8.0 13.2 Aug§‡‡ 0.5 -5.4 11.9 422 5.62 1.4
Chile 18.1 Q2 4.2 11.0 5.3 Sep 4.3 8.4 Sep§‡‡ -1.8 -7.1 6.0 338 815 -7.6
Colombia 17.0 Q2 -9.2 9.8 4.5 Sep 3.4 12.1 Sep§ -4.1 -8.5 7.8 250 3,846 -0.7
Mexico 4.6 Q3 -0.8 6.4 6.0 Sep 5.3 3.9 Sep 1.8 -3.3 7.6 156 20.8 1.4
Peru 41.9 Q2 3.5 12.6 5.8 Oct 4.2 10.1 Sep§ -3.4 -4.4 5.9 165 4.01 -10.0
Egypt 7.7 Q2 na 3.3 6.6 Sep 5.4 7.3 Q2§ -4.4 -8.0 na na 15.7 -0.1
Israel 17.5 Q2 16.6 5.3 2.5 Sep 1.7 5.2 Sep 4.3 -6.5 1.3 38.0 3.12 9.3
Saudi Arabia -4.1 2020 na 2.2 0.7 Sep 3.1 6.6 Q2 4.5 -2.0 na na 3.75 nil
South Africa 19.3 Q2 4.7 4.9 5.1 Sep 4.4 34.4 Q2§ 1.8 -8.5 9.7 36.0 15.4 3.9

Source: Haver Analytics.  *% change on previous quarter, annual rate. †The Economist Intelligence Unit estimate/forecast. §Not seasonally adjusted. ‡New series. **Year ending June. ††Latest 3 months. ‡‡3-month moving 
average. §§5-year yield. †††Dollar-denominated bonds. 

Markets
% change on: % change on:

Index one Dec 31st index one Dec 31st
In local currency Nov 3rd week 2020 Nov 3rd week 2020

United States S&P 500 4,660.6 2.4 24.1
United States NAScomp 15,811.6 3.8 22.7
China Shanghai Comp 3,498.5 -1.8 0.7
China Shenzhen Comp 2,393.6 -0.2 2.8
Japan Nikkei 225 29,520.9 1.5 7.6
Japan Topix 2,031.7 0.9 12.6
Britain FTSE 100 7,248.9 -0.1 12.2
Canada S&P TSX 21,265.1 1.5 22.0
Euro area EURO STOXX 50 4,309.6 2.1 21.3
France CAC 40 6,950.7 2.9 25.2
Germany DAX* 15,960.0 1.6 16.3
Italy FTSE/MIB 27,377.9 2.1 23.1
Netherlands AEX 816.0 0.1 30.6
Spain IBEX 35 9,030.8 0.7 11.9
Poland WIG 72,975.1 -0.5 28.0
Russia RTS, $ terms 1,826.7 -3.4 31.7
Switzerland SMI 12,383.3 2.4 15.7
Turkey BIST 1,547.0 1.8 4.8
Australia All Ord. 7,713.0 -0.6 12.6
Hong Kong Hang Seng 25,024.8 -2.4 -8.1
India BSE 59,771.9 -2.2 25.2
Indonesia IDX 6,552.1 -0.8 9.6
Malaysia KLSE 1,531.3 -3.3 -5.9

Pakistan KSE 47,032.4 2.6 7.5
Singapore STI 3,219.7 nil 13.2
South Korea KOSPI 2,975.7 -1.6 3.6
Taiwan TWI 17,122.2 0.3 16.2
Thailand SET 1,611.9 -1.0 11.2
Argentina MERV 92,095.0 7.9 79.8
Brazil BVSP 105,616.9 -0.7 -11.3
Mexico IPC 51,878.8 0.3 17.7
Egypt EGX 30 11,685.1 2.8 7.7
Israel TA-125 1,966.6 1.8 25.4
Saudi Arabia Tadawul 11,685.7 -1.0 34.5
South Africa JSE AS 68,587.3 1.6 15.4
World, dev'd MSCI 3,212.4 1.9 19.4
Emerging markets MSCI 1,262.5 -1.6 -2.2

US corporate bonds, spread over Treasuries

Dec 31st
Basis points latest 2020

Investment grade 113 136
High-yield 336 429

Sources: Refinitiv Datastream; Standard & Poor's Global Fixed Income
Research. *Total return index.

Commodities

The Economist commodity-price index % change on
2015=100 Oct 26th Nov 2nd* month year

Dollar Index

All Items 156.7 149.3 -2.3 16.9
Food 130.6 133.1 2.7 27.1
Industrials    

All 181.0 164.3 -5.8 10.3
Non-food agriculturals 146.2 145.7 -0.1 37.8
Metals 191.4 169.9 -7.1 4.9

Sterling Index

All items 173.4 167.4 -2.2 12.3

Euro Index

All items 149.9 142.9 -2.2 18.4

Gold

$ per oz 1,788.0 1,789.1 2.0 -6.1

Brent

$ per barrel 86.5 84.6 2.3 112.6

Sources: Bloomberg; CME Group; Cotlook; Refinitiv Datastream; 
Fastmarkets; FT; ICCO; ICO; ISO; Live Rice Index; LME; NZ Wool 
Services; Thompson Lloyd & Ewart; Urner Barry; WSJ.  *Provisional.

For more countries and additional data, visit

Economist.com/indicators
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The used-car conundrum

Consumer-price infl�ation has risen to
5.4%  in  America,  the  highest  in  30

years.  On  November  3rd  the  Federal  Re­
serve said it would taper bond purchases, a
step  towards  higher  interest  rates.  Most
economists say that this bout of infl�ation
is a result of temporary disruptions caused
by covid­19, and that it will pass. But some
think it presages a longer­term trend.

A leading argument by infl�ation doves
has been that just a few items have caused
a large share of total price increases. In the
quarter  to  August  used  cars,  hotel  rooms
and airfares made up less than 5% of Amer­
ica’s  consumer­price  index,  but  together
accounted for the majority of overall infl�a­
tion.  “This  is  really  extreme,”  Paul  Krug­
man, an economist, wrote at the time, “and
does suggest transitory bottlenecks rather
than broad­based infl�ation pressure.”

This  case  rests  on  two  claims,  which
both merit scrutiny. One clearly stands up:
when  compared  with  past  periods  with

similar infl�ation, current price rises are in­
deed unusually concentrated. The other—
that infl�ation is likely to slow down as a re­
sult—is also broadly true. However, this ef­
fect is too small for the Fed to breathe easy.

To test these hypotheses, we built a da­
taset  of  price  levels  since  1959  for  every
item—from housing to  lottery  tickets—in
the  personal  consumption  expenditures
(pce) index, one of the Fed’s preferred met­
rics. For each rolling 12­month period, we
calculated  a  measure  of  how  much  price
changes  vary  between  items:  their  stan­
dard  deviation.  When  a  few  components
account for a large share of infl�ation, this
number is high. When most items’ prices
change by similar amounts, it is low.

In general, standard deviations are cor­
related with infl�ation: the higher the aver­
age  increase  in  prices,  the  more  specifi�c
items’ price changes diff�er from each oth­
er. However, some eras were unusual, with
infl�ation  that  was  either  low  but  concen­

trated, or high but broad. To identify such
outliers,  we  measured  the  “excess”  con­
centration of infl�ation in each time period:
the gap between the actual standard devi­
ation of price changes and what you would
expect based on overall infl�ation.

This measure is now abnormally high.
During the year to May infl�ation was more
excessively  concentrated  than  in  97%  of
rolling 12­month periods since 1961. It has
dipped slightly as used­car prices have lev­
elled off�, but still sits in the 89th percentile.

What  does  this  mean  for  future  infl�a­
tion? Historically, when excess concentra­
tion has been high, the present has been a
poor guide to the future. When infl�ation is
above its ten­year average, as it is now, high
excess concentration makes it more likely
to fall. This pattern should lead forecasters
to reduce their predictions for infl�ation.

The notion that a few big price changes
can lead forecasters astray is hardly new. In
the 1970s economists devised “core” infl�a­
tion,  which  excludes  food  and  energy.
More recently, “trimmed­mean” measures,
which  drop  the  items  whose  prices  have
swung  the  most,  have  come  into  vogue.
The Dallas Fed has published papers show­
ing  that  its  version,  which  excludes  the
bottom 24% and top 31% of the pce index,
predicts infl�ation better than core does.

However,  both  of  these  methods  have

A handful of items are driving inflation in America. Our new measure shows that
this portends lower inflation—but not enough for the Fed to drop its guard
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fl�aws.  Changes  in  food  and  energy  prices
are  not  necessarily  unusually  large  or
short­lived. And trimmed means’ weight­
ing schemes are plagued by abrupt cliff�s. In
the Cleveland Fed’s version, which lops off�
the  top  and  bottom  8%  of  the  index,  an
item in the 93rd percentile when sorted by
price changes is removed entirely, whereas
one in the 92nd gets its full weight.

With this in mind, we have devised an
alternative  infl�ation  index.  Like  trimmed
means, it adjusts items’ weights based on
their recent price changes. But its weights
are shaped like a smooth hill rather than a
box.  Components  with  infl�ation  near  the
median get the most emphasis, and those
with the biggest price changes get the least.

Our hill looks a bit like Uluru in Austra­
lia:  a  broad  central  plateau,  fl�anked  by  a
steep  slope  on  the  left  side  and  a  gentler
one on the right. (The Dallas Fed’s trimmed
mean  is  also  asymmetric,  counteracting
bias caused by price­change distributions’
lopsidedness.) Most items with negative or
low  infl�ation  get  a  hefty  weight;  those
whose  prices  are  rising  fastest  count  for
25% as much as those in the middle do. 

When  using  the  past  year  of  data  to
predict pce infl�ation during the following
year, this method is more accurate than ei­
ther using core infl�ation or expecting infl�a­
tion  to  remain  constant.  Since  1959,  its
one­year forecasts have also outperformed
those of the Dallas Fed’s trimmed mean.

Some of this apparent advantage stems
from the design of our study: the Dallas Fed
sought to maximise accuracy for diff�erent
time  periods  and  forecast  horizons  than
ours. However, its trimmed mean’s errors
in  the 1970s  illustrate  the  risks  of  such  a
deep  trim.  Amid  two  oil  shocks,  some  of
the fastest­rising prices—those of energy­
related  items—just  kept  rising.  The  less
weight an index placed on such goods, the
worse it predicted infl�ation one year out.

The current episode of concentrated in­
fl�ation  diff�ers  from  the  1970s  in  many
ways.  Surging  prices  for  goods  like  home
appliances are unlikely to feed through to
other costs, as oil prices do. And in general,
treating  outliers  the  same  as  more  repre­
sentative items has been a mistake. But in
cases where such price changes foreshad­
ow  broader  supply  constraints,  ignoring
them entirely can be an even bigger error.

As a sense­check of our “Uluru” meth­
od, we also built a model that forecasts pce

infl�ation using only excess concentration
and the one­ and ten­year trailing infl�ation
rates. Both this approach and the Uluru in­
dex  yield  a  4.1%  prediction  for  infl�ation
during  the  next 12  months.  That  is  below
the  current  level  of  4.4%,  but  above  the
Fed’s target of 2% and the 2.3% value of the
Dallas Fed’s trimmed mean for the past 12
months. If this forecast comes true, inter­
est­rate rises will almost surely follow. n�

→ Four ways to weight an inflation index

Headline inflation*

Weights items at their share of consumer spending

Core inflation

Excludes food and energy prices

Trimmed-mean inflation

Excludes products with big price swings

“Uluru” inflation

Smoothly reweights items

*Weighted average of each item’s year-on-year change in personal consumption expenditures index
†Difference in root-mean-square error predicting headline PCE inflation during the subsequent 12 months

→ “Uluru” inflation is less volatile than headline, and a better predictor

Headline v “Uluru” inflation indices, % change on a year earlier
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The words “great conductor” and “humility” are not often
found together. Almost inevitably, given the podium, the mag­

ic baton, the formal dress and the commanding drama of the job,
conductors  abound  with  ego.  Bernard  Haitink  had  no  time  for
that. He was a man of few gestures and even fewer words, humbly
performing the mysterious task that had become his life. 

On the podium he did nothing showy: a lift of a fi�nger, a mean­
ingful  glance,  a  vestige  of  a  smile.  His  musical  personality,  he
thought, said everything necessary, and orchestras round Europe
and  America—especially  the  Amsterdam  Royal  Concertgebouw,
where he was chief conductor for 27 years, and the London Phil­
harmonic (lpo), where he stayed for 12—learned to read it perfect­
ly, mood for mood. In rehearsals and off�stage he said as little as
possible, not wanting words to get in the way, and equally afraid of
saying some stupid thing. For the same reason he kept out of mu­
sic politics, unless seriously provoked. 

When he did speak, it was often to put himself down. He played
the violin as a child, but “badly”. At school he was a “lazy pig”, just
not interested. He did not impress the Amsterdam conservatoire
and scraped into the Radio Philharmonic Orchestra, in the back
desk of the second violins. Sheer luck got him into conducting,
when he was asked to fi�ll in for the Cherubini Requiem, but he had
no tools for that work at all. When he went to the Concertgebouw
in 1961 he was “totally chaotic”, far too young, at 34, to conduct it.
His fi�rst attempts at opera were “near­disasters”. And so on. 

Terribly, cripplingly shy as he was,  this was a way of closing
down a subject. It also helped keep his feet on the ground, as crit­
ics  increasingly  marvelled  at  the  beauty,  pace  and  clarity  of  his
work. There was no better guide, they said, to the architecture of a
Mahler  symphony  or  the  spiritual  complexities  of  Bruckner,  no
better painter of the sea­and­sky colours of Debussy; some of his
interpretations  approached  the  supernatural.  How  was  it  done?

He did not know. As he saw it, he could always be better.
With  orchestras  he  was  a  team­player;  he  had  been  a  lowly

back­desker, after all. The orchestra and himself were a communi­
ty, a family, and he took ideas from them as much as vice versa. He
gave them freedom to perform the music as they felt it, with only
the smallest nudges: “I hope you agree,” he would say, or “If you
don’t mind.” As in any family, there were rows; eventually he re­
signed from both his long­term orchestras and (until he quickly
relented) from the Royal Opera House at Covent Garden, where he
worked from 1987 to 2002. But the rows were usually with manage­
ment  or  government,  over  funding  and  cuts,  and  every  time  he
stood with his players as one of them. At a desperate point in 1998
he appealed to the audience at “Götterdämmerung” to save Covent
Garden,  and  it  was  saved.  Just  a  few  words,  but  from  him  they
seemed to work. Or maybe the music did it.

When it came to programmes, he did not impose himself. His
favourite symphonic repertoire was heavy on Mozart, Beethoven
and 19th­century  romantics,  but  also  on  Stravinsky  and  Britten,
and  he  championed  contemporaries.  Opera  productions  often
struck him as odd, but he raised objections only once, when Wag­
ner’s “Ring” at Covent Garden featured Rhine maidens in latex fat­
suits and Wotan and Fricka in a battered limousine. He endured it
by closing his eyes to live in the music. About opera, too, he had
plenty  of  doubts  when  in 1978,  with  limited  experience,  he  was
hired for Glyndebourne with the lpo. But in the end it did wonders
for him. He learned to be more dramatic, just a little, and could
lose his ego even more when he was in the pit, almost unseen, col­
laborating with sopranos and set­designers and all the rest. 

He could focus entirely on the music then, at the service of the
genius who had produced it. Both were impenetrable mysteries.
Wagner could be horrible, Beethoven irascible, Mozart loved fi�lthy
jokes; and then they wrote these sublime works, inexplicably. He
was their simple conduit to the world, channelling each compos­
er’s dream like a beautiful fl�ower that unfolded itself. The shape of
the  piece  was  the  most  important  thing,  the  onward  drive  and
fl�ow, knowing just where he was going. Yet the delicate inner dis­
coveries were endless. No matter how often he had performed a
piece he would buy a fresh score for each season, and start again. 

When he talked about music, fear frequently came into it. This
was not just stage­fright, which everyone had. He feared he might
be inadequate to the task he had taken on. Almost to the end he
shied away from Bach, too great for him, with so much counter­
point  and  with  such  religious  fervour,  when  he  had  none.  How
was it then that he had been drawn from the age of nine to Bruck­
ner, with his intensely Catholic mysticism? He could not say. 

Mysteries of this sort explained much of his humility. But he al­
so lived with another strange and disturbing thought. In his fi�rst
years of conducting he had been such a lucky young man, seeming
to  sleep­walk  into  international  fame,  not  planning  anything.
There was a dark reason, however, for that. Growing up in Holland
in the German occupation, he had seen his Jewish friends gradual­
ly disappear from class and Jewish players vanish from the Con­
certgebouw, where he already spent his leisure time. One day he
went to see a young Jewish violinist play Beethoven’s “Kreutzer
Sonata” at his house. It was wonderfully done. Then he was gone. 

His  own  family  had  suff�ered,  too:  his  father  sent  for  three
months  to  a  concentration  camp,  everyone  eating  tulips  in  the
Hongerwinter of 1944­45. Yet he was ashamed both of Dutch indif­
ference to the Jews and of the post­liberation outbreaks of violent
vengeance, a shame that fed his later conviction that he was not
Dutch any more. And he felt that his life had prospered largely be­
cause more talented people had lost theirs. 

On the podium he was ever­aware of hundreds of eyes on his
back. It was the last place, you would think, for someone so shy.
But he was there not simply to channel the music, though that was
the main point. He was also bound to do his humble best to fi�ll in
for an assembly of ghosts.  n�

Music, not words

Bernard Haitink, conductor, died on October 21st, aged 92 
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