






























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































The device's maker, Ratel Robotics, produced street lighting before
Russia invaded Ukraine in 2022, but has since reinvented itself as
one of Ukraine’s top producers of unmanned ground vehicles (UGVS).
Typically a new model sketched out on paper today will reach the
front in six months, says Taras Ostapchuk, the company’s founder, at
an assembly plant on the outskirts of Kyiv. Mr Ostapchuk recently
finished working on a UGV that doubles as a launching pad for
drones. Next up is one armed with a machinegun. Over the summer,
he plans to begin work on amphibious models.

Read more of our recent coverage of the Ukraine war

UGVs like Ratel’s are increasingly helping power Ukraine’s army,
delivering weapons and supplies to front-line positions, laying mines
and evacuating the wounded. They are also being used in offensive
missions. On April 13th Ukraine’s president, Volodymyr Zelensky, said
the army had passed a milestone by capturing a Russian position
using only UGVs and drones, without any human troops.

The war in Ukraine is still fought chiefly by soldiers. But the use of
unmanned systems, many of them powered by artificial intelligence,
is growing exponentially, and helping Ukraine resist Russia’s
relentless onslaught. Over the first three months of the year
Ukrainian drones and robots conducted more than 22,000 missions,
Mr Zelensky said. Russia is believed to have suffered roughly 35,000
casualties in March, a grisly record. According to Ukraine’s defence
ministry, 96% of them were caused by drone strikes. For the first
time since the invasion began, Ukraine is killing and wounding
Russian soldiers faster than the Russian authorities can replace
them.

No way forward

That is forcing Russia to change tactics. Its forces have largely
abandoned mechanised assaults in favour of attacks by small
numbers of infantry, using spring foliage for cover to probe for gaps
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in Ukraine’s sparse defences. But these tactics, too, have not
produced big gains. Russian troops have been capturing an average
of less than 5.5 square kilometres a day since the start of the year,
roughly half the pace of advance they managed last year. Unable to
make much headway on the front lines, Russia is instead intensifying
its bombing campaign, targeting Ukraine’s cities. Officials and
analysts expect missile and drone barrages, like the one that killed
18 people around the country on the night of April 15th, to become
even more routine.

Defence-tech innovation in Ukraine has become a form of industrial
Darwinism. While Russia depends largely on state-run programmes,
such as the Sirius drone project, Ukraine has created a dynamic,
competitive, but also fragmented market involving some 2,300
companies. The contest between the two countries, says Oleksiy
Honcharuk, co-founder of UFORCE, a Ukrainian defence company,
comes down to a clash between a closed system, better at scaling
up and standardisation, and an open one, which rewards fast and
frequent innovation. Centralisation and large state contractors
allowed Russia to outproduce Ukraine for a time in certain types of
weaponry, such as First Person View (FPV) drones. But Ukraine has
overcome early inefficiencies, says Mr Honcharuk: “Because of
competition, prices are going down, and quality, scale and standards
are going up.”

Indeed, Ukraine appears to have caught up with, and in some
instances leapfrogged, Russia. Drone production has surged from
800,000 three years ago to a planned 7m this year. Ukraine currently
enjoys a 1.3 to 1 advantage over Russia in FPVs, a Ukrainian official
claimed earlier this month. It has also extended the range of its
fixed-wing drones to as much as 1,500km, enabling strikes against
energy infrastructure and air-defence systems deep inside Russia.
Production of interceptor drones, a cheaper alternative to costly and
increasingly scarce air-defence missiles, has increased to well over
1,000 a day. Russia, however, retains a clear advantage in ballistic
missiles. Ukraine also lacks protection against Russia’s destructive



glide bombs, made by fitting Soviet-era bombs with navigation
systems and wings.

Given the pace of change in defence tech, Ukraine avoids imposing
rigid technical standards. Instead, it has taken a more hands-on
approach through programmes like Bravel, which offers defence
startups small grants, as well as access to military units and
introductions to potential investors. Another scheme allows army
units to earn “points” for combat achievements and to use these to
buy drones and other weapons from producers. Because every strike
needs to be verified using video footage, the system generates
valuable data. The army can see what tactics work best, and
Ukrainian defence companies can track how their equipment is used
and to what effect.

But not all is well. Procurement, where state bureaucracy is most
entrenched, remains flawed. Although longer-term contracts are
becoming more common, defence firms say many still last only a few
months, making it tough for them to plan and expand. Payments can
be slow, and certification and quality controls often lag behind
battlefield needs. To compensate, Ukraine recently allowed the
defence ministry to fast-track procurement of cutting-edge weapons
and software. Units can now receive such products directly for
combat testing. To boost margins for dronemakers, the government
has also increased the cap on profits for some defence contracts, to
25%.

Corruption and favouritism, although decreasing, remain a problem.
Ukraine’s anti-corruption watchdog, NABU, has uncovered several
instances of rigged tenders and inflated contracts, implicating
defence firms, MPs, civil servants and military officials. Artem
Kolesnik, chief technical officer at Reactive Drone, another Ukrainian
defence firm, asserts that officials in the defence ministry and the
president’s office regularly steer contracts towards favoured firms.
“Most agencies work well and do their best to deliver the best



technology to the front line,” he says. "But some of the top guys
make the rules better for one company and [worse] for another.”

Weathering the storm

There is also only so much innovation can do. When the weather is
good, robots and drones dominate the fighting, says “Botanik”, a
Ukrainian officer with the 128th brigade, deployed near Zaporizhia,
on the southern front. But as soon as it turns, the infantry must take
over. UGVs are also not suited for wooded terrain. “In the end,” he
says, "you need men to hold positions.”

Nonetheless, he says, drones have transformed the battlefield. The
deadly threat posed by Russian ones made it impossible for him to
rotate out of his front-line position for months. Ukrainian ones,
delivering food and supplies, helped him and his men endure this
sequestration. Eventually spring rains and fog made it possible for
him to escape to his rear base, after 343 days in the trenches. =

This article was downloaded by calibre from
https://www.economist.com/international/2026/04/23/there-is-no-better—-spur—-to-
military-innovation-than-war
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Slow and unsteady

Europe’s defence startups
face even bigger hurdles than
America’s

They must contend with a fragmented market and hesitant
customers

4H 23, 2026 03:39 L

“THE TIME for unmanned systems is now,” says Sven Kruck, co-CEO
of Quantum Systems, a German firm which makes military drones.
His is a view shared with growing certainty by defence planners
around the world, as they watch waves of Iranian drones grind down
Middle Eastern air defences and Russian and Ukrainian ones pin
down troops in trenches. Although Europe is making strides in



developing the technology, it lacks the capacity to build these
weapons at scale. The future of warfare is approaching fast, and
may catch the continent’s armies exposed on the battlefield.

Europe’s largest defence-tech firms make relatively cheap unmanned
weapons, which are given their edge by software honed using vast
quantities of battlefield data and kept fresh with regular updates. In
addition to its aerial drones, Quantum Systems recently unveiled its
first unmanned ground vehicle or UGV. Helsing, a fellow German
dronemaker, last year acquired Blue Ocean, which makes
autonomous submarines. Stark Defence, yet another German
dronemaker, also offers battlefield software and nautical drones.

Unlike American defence-tech firms, which can win giant contracts
from a single customer, the Pentagon, European ones face a
fragmented market of 30-odd potential buyers. In theory, NATO
imposes common standards for weapons and munitions. In practice,
says Ricardo Mendes, the boss of Tekever, a Portuguese dronemaker,
firms like his need to have engineering and product-development
teams in any country where they hope to do business. Otherwise, he
says, they will not understand the specific needs of the armed forces
they are selling to, or be able to work securely on sensitive projects.
Having a base in one country, with foreign divisions for sales and
business development dotted around the continent, would not cut it.
“It's a very different thing, and it’s difficult to do,” he says.

Weapons like Al-enabled drones also present a unique procurement
problem. Defence planners may be reluctant to stockpile them, for
fear that they would quickly become obsolete, given the rapid
development of the technology. Christoph Petroll, who leads the
drones programme at an innovation centre for Germany’s armed
forces, says a possible solution could be to devise a new type of
contract that focuses more on production capabilities than on
volumes delivered. Under these terms, a dronemaker could be paid
for a small number of units, but also for demonstrating the capacity
to ramp up production within a certain period if required. This would



keep suppliers in business and allow soldiers to practise using new
weapons, without building up big stockpiles, but it would probably
require amendments to procurement laws.

Another hindrance is the continuing debate about the appropriate
balance between conventional arms such as fighter jets, tanks and
artillery and cheaper, software-heavy weapons. Although drones are
ubiquitous on the battlefield in Ukraine, Sir Nick Carter, a former
head of Britain’s armed forces, recently cautioned that this does not
prove they will fundamentally reshape how all wars will be fought. In
a post for War on the Rocks, a defence-focused media site, he wrote
that Ukraine’s battlefield innovations “function mainly as
substitutions for missing capabilities and have produced stalemate
rather than decisive manoeuvre”. European armies, with better-
equipped forces, may not be as enthusiastic about drones as the
defence-tech firms’ bosses hope.

All this helps explain why European defence-tech firms are relative
minnows compared with their American counterparts. Helsing is
valued at around $14bn; Quantum Systems and Stark are both
worth less than $5bn. But there are encouraging signs. The German
government, which has bankrolled past orders from Ukraine, has
started to buy from them itself. Quantum Systems is due to deliver
€210m ($246m) of equipment to the German armed forces this year.
In February Germany agreed to buy attack drones worth €269m
from both Helsing and Stark. The EU’s SAFE scheme, under which it
will lend €150bn to member states for defence procurement, favours
European suppliers. And European governments are both spending
more on defence and leery of relying too much on American
technology. m
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The Telegram

A dangerous blind spot in
Donald Trump’s Iran war
strategy

America sets too little store by foreigners’ beliefs and values. Its a
costly mistake, each time

48 23, 2026 03:40 £4

THE AMERICAN president’s tone was harsh, and the cause was not
hard to identify. A war meant to last a few days had just passed the
six-week mark. Addressing American troops, the president told them
they were battling an “evil” foe whose “mad schemes” must be
defeated. Though regime leaders are proving stubborn, “we are
hitting them hard where it hurts,” he said. The president added a



blast of cultural chauvinism. America’s armed forces can do things
that “no one else can”, he told assembled soldiers. You are in action
far from home, to help remake a region that has never been united
in peace. As you fight, you should “thank God” that you come from a
society whose unity makes it strong.

To reassure doubters back home, the Pentagon deployed stirring
facts. In briefings, beribboned generals enumerated bombs dropped
and targets destroyed. Bridges and oil refineries are legitimate
targets, too, growled the generals as the war dragged on, for roads
and fuel help hostile forces to remain on the move. Yet as days of
war turned to weeks, blizzards of statistics could not obscure a
stubborn reality: America had misjudged what it would take to break
its adversary’s will.

So far, so familiar, especially to critics of President Donald Trump’s
bungled war in Iran. They see a distinctly Trumpian disaster
unfolding in the Middle East, reflecting all the president’s worst
traits. These include hubris, impatience, an over-reliance on threats
to resolve complex problems, a tendency to respond with
overwhelming force to signs of intransigence, and a damaging lack
of curiosity about how foreigners really think.

In fact the war in those opening paragraphs took place in 1999. The
president quoted is Bill Clinton. American military planners estimated
that it might take three days for America and its NATO allies to break
the will of Serbia’s leader, Slobodan Milosevic, using air power to
pound his armed forces until he halted a murderous campaign of
ethnic cleansing against Albanians in the former Yugoslav region of
Kosovo. In the end, it took 79 days of escalating air strikes before
Serbia’s nationalist regime capitulated, backed by credible threats of
a land invasion by NATO forces.

The Kosovo conflict is worth recalling today. An honest assessment
of Mr Trump’s war-making must reckon with a dispiriting truth. Some
flaws are distinctively his, such as his love of making cruel threats,



impetuosity and intolerance of being told unwelcome truths, so that
with each passing month he acts less like a modern commander-in-
chief, and more like an angry old king.

But Trump-level mistakes have been made by earlier, very different
presidents. It is not just Mr Clinton. His fellow Democrats, John F,
Kennedy and Lyndon B. Johnson, thought that the Viethamese would
welcome America as an ally against communism. Instead, many saw
Americans as just their latest colonial invaders.

The notion that America keeps making the same mistakes is not
mere snark from a British columnist. Within the American
intelligence community, a whole school of analysis has sprung up in
the past decade or two, focused on the country’s cultural blind spots.
The Kosovo war in 1999 is used as a case study. A much-cited paper
on “Cultural Topography”, published in 2011 by two CIA veterans,
Jeannie Johnson and Matthew Berrett, notes how American planners
ignored underplayed differences in Serbia, a Balkan country whose
national day celebrates not a victory in war, but a glorious defeat at
the hands of the Ottoman Turks in 1389. If analysts had put enough
weight on Serbian views of honour, the paper concludes, they might
have warned policymakers and generals to expect that: “Serbia
would find victory by standing up to an overpowering military force
when the world expected it to fold.”

Later, American impatience with cultural differences caused terrible
harms in Afghanistan and Iraq. American commanders and leaders
have a tendency to see foreign difficulties as problems to be solved
or targets to be struck, “rather than terrain to be navigated”, as
Professor Johnson puts it. With Mr Berrett she co-founded the
Centre for Anticipatory Intelligence at Utah State University, training
American spooks and other professionals to map cultural traits and
use them to spot threats and openings.

Mr Berrett, a former CIA assistant director, would like policymakers to
ask whether a desired foreign-policy outcome would require another



country to alter something fundamental about its culture or
worldview. If that is the case, he would have Americans ask a
sobering question: “Over what period and with what resources is
such cultural change achievable?” Alas, the question is too rarely
posed. One reason is that America is so strong, militarily, that
strategy can be an afterthought (indeed, when Britain was a great
powetr, it could be just as clumsy). Americans are also too quick to
recall turning Germany and Japan into democratic allies after 1945,
and to assume the same can be done again, forgetting that it took
total war and two atomic bombs.

Not the Quiet American this time

Mr Trump scorns his predecessors for seeking to transform Middle
Eastern countries into liberal democracies. He claims, falsely, to have
already pulled off regime change in Iran, by joining Israel in the
killing of many top leaders there and encouraging “reasonable”
leaders to step forward. But his administration is seeking cultural
change in Iran, to be sure. His vice-president, J.D. Vance, says that
Mr Trump wants Iran to behave “like a normal country”. That means
a place which puts economic and commercial interests ahead of
ideology: a big shift from Islamist nationalism.

Put pessimistically, the Trump way of war involves making all
America’s old cultural mistakes, with the sole exception of excessive
idealism. Not so long ago, foreign governments grumbled about
American presidents with good intentions. Mr Trump has solved that
problem for them, but possibly only that one. m

Subscribers to The Economist can sign up to our Opinion newsletter,
which brings together the best of our leaders, columns, guest essays
and reader correspondence.
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American politics

The Republican congressman
taking on Trump

Thomas Massie has launched a one-man rebellion from Kentucky

4H 23, 2026 03:39 E£5



o

Thomas Massie is “weak and pathetic”, a “lowlife”, a “loser”, a
“moron”; a “"RINO"” (Republican in name only) who has been
captured by his “radical left flamethrower” wife. You don't have to
read between the lines of Donald Trump’s Truth Social posts to know
he takes a dim view of the Kentucky congressman, one of a handful


https://www.economist.com/united-states/2024/04/18/truth-social-is-a-mind-bending-win-for-donald-trump

of Republican politicians willing to defy him. On a rainy day in March,
Trump travelled to Massie’s district to tell voters to reject their
congressman in a primary. In front of thousands in a packed
warehouse, the president denounced Massie as a “complete and
total disaster as a congressman and, frankly, as a human being”.
“Shameful!” someone shouted. Trump raised his voice: Massie was
“disloyal to the Republican Party, the people of Kentucky and, most
importantly...the United States of America.”

Massie has crossed Trump on numerous occasions, especially in the
past year. He voted against the shutdown deal in November, and
against the One Big_Beautiful Bill Act, Trump’s tax-and-spending plan
—one of just two Republicans to do so in each instance. He has tried
to revoke Trump’s tariffs on Canada and to block America from
attacking Venezuela and Iran without congressional approval.

Massie sees the war with Iran as unconstitutional and an attempt to
distract from the fallout from the Jeffrey Epstein scandal ("Bombing
a country on the other side of the globe won’t make the Epstein files
go away”, he posted on X in March). His greatest political triumph
came last autumn, when he co-authored legislation compelling the
Justice Department to release files related to the paedophile
financier. Until then, Trump’s grip over the Republican Party had
seemed absolute. The Epstein Files Transparency Act, which was
backed by every Republican bar one, was a colossal act of defiance
from a party defined, until that point, by its submissiveness.

The vast majority of Republican politicians have deferred to Trump,
including those who crossed the president during his first term;
former senators 1.D. Vance and Marco Rubio were both anti-tariff
before becoming essential members of the administration. Others,
such as congresswoman Marjorie Taylor Greene, have taken early
retirement from politics. Massie’s refusal to play ball has won him a
national following and powerful supporters. “He won't be controlled,”
Tucker Carlson told a podcaster last December. “And if he doesn't


https://www.economist.com/podcasts/2025/07/02/how-donald-trumps-one-big-beautiful-bill-will-transform-america
https://www.economist.com/leaders/2026/02/12/the-epstein-files-tell-a-story-of-justice-denied

think something, he’s not going to say it, period. He may be wrong
but he’s sincere.”

“Bombing a country on the other side of the globe won't make
the Epstein files go away”

Last summer Trump tasked two advisers with finding a candidate to
oppose Massie in the primary, which will be held on May 19th ahead
of this autumn’s midterms. At the rally Trump described Ed Gallrein,
the Kentucky farmer and retired Navy SEAL chosen to take on
Massie, as “a tremendous war hero”. “This guy is unbelievable,”
Trump said, patting him on the back as the crowd cheered. “He is
central casting.” (This is the president’s highest form of compliment.)

Yet Massie, 55, also has star power. A small-town boy from
Kentucky, he left the state to build a successful technology company
before returning to live off the land (he attributes his recent glow-
up, which led one colleague to dub him “the sexiest man in
Congress”, to a diet of raw milk, red meat and fresh vegetables).
Massie, a libertarian-leaning conservative, is in favour of cutting red
tape for farmers and dismantling both the education department and
the Environmental Protection Agency. He is an isolationist who wants
to pull America out of NATO. He is firmly anti-gun control: he once
posted a Christmas photo of himself and his family posing cheerily
with military-style rifles, just days after a school shooting.

Gallrein, widely seen as a proxy for Trump, has a tough job on his
hands. Massie is popular in his district: since being elected to
Congress in 2012, he has won every primary in which he has been
challenged by more than 75%. Many constituents see him as a “folk
hero” for his unyielding libertarianism, said Al Cross, a journalist and
veteran observer of Kentucky politics. But Trump is also popular in
the district, and several local Republican officials I spoke to said that
voters had tired of Massie’s feud with the president.



Last month the Wall Street Journal reported that each side had
spent more than $3m on advertising. Donors to Massie’s campaign
include Jeff Yass, a libertarian businessman, while Gallrein’s is
backed by hedge-fund managers Paul Singer and John Paulson, and
the casino magnate Miriam Adelson. Most small donations to both
campaigns have come from outside Kentucky, showing how
important the Trump v Massie contest is on the national stage.
“[Massie is] facing the biggest challenge of his life,” according to
Cross.
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Sitting candidate Kentucky congressman Thomas Massie in his office on Capitol
Hill (top). President Trump at a rally for Ed Gallrein, who is challenging Massie in
an upcoming primary (above)

Massie’s stand has come at a personal cost. He and his wife have
been vilified online and he has received death threats. He may well
lose his job. It needn’t have been this way: Massie could have
glossed over his disputes with Trump; he could have shut up about
the Epstein files after the bill went through. Instead he has
continued to attack Trump’s cabinet secretaries for their links to
Epstein, and at rallies makes a virtue of his beef with the president.
“He’s not pulling any punches,” said Ro Khanna, a Democratic
congressman who wrote the Epstein act with Massie. “If he says he’s
going to do something, he follows through.”

Can a Republican defy Trump and live to tell the tale? Massie has
decided to find out—staking his political career on a gamble none of
his peers has been brave enough to make.



In March, a few weeks before Trump’s rally, Massie gave me a tour
of his “holler”, the narrow valley in the Appalachian foothills where
he has lived since the early 2000s. A forest of snow-covered trees
gave way to a clearing, where two rows of pecan trees stood in front
of a barn housing shaggy black cattle. An excitable dog named
Possum charged around, neglecting the ducks he was supposed to
be protecting from coyotes. On a hill overlooking the farm stood a
four-storey timber-frame house with a turret.

“I built it from scratch,” said Massie. His first wife Rhonda had grown
up on the 1,500-acre parcel of land, and when they moved there
with their children they decided to build their own place. Massie
quarried sandstone from the land and harvested oak and hickory
from the forest. Before he embarked on the project he had never
built anything bigger than a treehouse (and even then he hadn’t
finished it). Nonetheless, "1 convinced myself that if farmers a
hundred years ago could [build a timber-frame house] without a
calculator, I could do it with a computer.”

Massie is resolutely off-grid. He pointed to the turret, the roof of
which was covered with solar panels. They power the house, in
tandem with a battery that he salvaged from a bust-up Tesla. He
gets his water from a nearby pond and a well that he dug. “The
electric wire that connects you to the electrical grid is like an
umbilical, like in [the film] ‘The Matrix’,” Massie has said.
“Government has a lot of control over your life with that one little
wire.”

Massie is popular in his district: since being elected to Congress
in 2012, he has won every primary in which he has been
challenged by more than 75%

He is proud to hail from an outlier state, pointing out that although
Kentucky is below the Mason-Dixon line, it declared itself neutral at
the start of the civil war. He describes Lewis County, where he grew
up and lives now, as an anomaly in its own right. The area was a



Union stronghold: Massie likes to boast that an ancestor—"my
mammaw’s grandfather”—was a Union soldier. Lewis County’s
forbidding topography condemned many of its inhabitants to poverty
—the hills made it difficult to farm and build roads. But Massie
believes it also fostered a culture of self-reliance, giving settlers the
freedom to think differently.

A few miles from Massie’s farm is the small town of Vanceburg,
where his family has lived for generations. When he was a boy,
Vanceburg’s branch of the Dairy Queen was the only fast-food
restaurant in the county. Massie once told ].D. Vance, the vice-
president, who grew up in Ohio but has written about the summers
he spent visiting relatives in north-eastern Kentucky, “[You]
appropriated my culture. Those hillbilly cousins—that was me all
year.” Vance, apparently, laughed. (He was once a fan, telling the
New York Times in 2023, “I absolutely love Massie.”)

Massie was tour-guiding from the passenger seat of my car; in the
back was his second wife Carolyn, who used to work for Kentucky
senator Rand Paul, a close associate of Massie’s. (The couple
married last October; Rhonda died in 2024.) We drove past Massie’s
childhood home, a modest two-storey brick house. It was built by his
grandfather, a “serial entrepreneur” who appeared to be the
embodiment of Lewis County resourcefulness. A beer distributor and
truck salesman, he also built the local post office and hauled the
stone used to build the courthouse from a local quarry.

It was clear from an early age that Massie had inherited his
grandfather’s passion for making things. As a child he loved to tinker
with anything electronic. His bedroom became a junkyard for all the
components he’d scavenged from household appliances—magnets,
motors, capacitors. If he needed a part he would dig through the
“layers and strata” until he found it.

When he was in seventh grade, after watching “Star Wars”, Massie
built a robot arm, which he figured out how to make “just by taking



stuff apart and seeing how things worked and looking at my own
arm”. Over the next few years he tinkered with the design until it
was ready to enter into competitions. Massie was delighted when
something he’d built “from junk” won him prizes and “round-trip
tickets” to science fairs in California and Texas. "That’s kind of when
I decided that engineering could be lucrative,” he said.




Hillbilly symphony A wall in Massie’s Washington office features artwork by his
son (top) Massie enjoys playing bluegrass music on his farm in Kentucky (above)

He excelled at high school. Diane Johnson, who taught him
chemistry, described him as a “genius” without arrogance. When he
found errors in her thinking he would gently point them out after
class so as not to embarrass her. “*He wasn’t trying to show off how
bright he was.” He shone on the school’s quiz team: according to
one of his teammates, “his quick recall in math was astounding. The
moderator could start reading this super-complex math question
and... Thomas would buzz in and have the answer before the
moderator could even finish.”

In 1989 Massie enrolled at MIT to study engineering. Two years later
he was joined by Rhonda, his high-school sweetheart who was also
studying the subject. At the time, said Massie, it was “pretty much
unheard of” for kids from his school to go to university out of state.
Jackie Claxon, his maths teacher, said most of Massie’s peers didn’t
have “the drive to go ahead and step out like he did. He's fearless.
He would try anything and do anything if it interested him.”



Moving to New England was an adjustment for someone from one of
the poorest counties in Kentucky. Shortly after he arrived, a car
honked at him as he crossed the road. “I thought, ‘I have been here
less than a day and already run into somebody who knows me.” In
Vanceburg honking was a form of greeting, so he waved at the
driver. “It took me a month to quit waving at cars,” he said.

Massie thrived at MIT, which he called “nerd paradise”. He began
working as a lab assistant for Kenneth Salisbury, an expert in
haptics, technology that simulates the sensation of touch. Salisbury
was impressed by Massie’s speedy problem-solving and described
him as an “interesting, kind of exciting mind to work with”. When
Massie was wondering what to do for his senior thesis, Salisbury
suggested he build a device that would enable him to “feel” the
things he saw on a computer screen. Six weeks later, Massie came
back with a prototype for the Phantom, a stylus connected to a
mechanical arm which gave the illusion that the user was touching
3D objects. Tiny motors applied pressure to the user’s hand to mimic
the sensation of slicing through clay, for instance, or manipulating a
rubber ball. The Phantom is widely regarded as a milestone in the
development of computer haptics.

Massie developed a reputation for holding his ground, voting
against legislation so often he acquired the nickname Mr No

In 1993 Massie and Rhonda got married. That year they also
launched a company, SensAble Technologies, to manufacture and
sell the Phantom. The device had many applications: toy designers
could use it to digitise production, nano-engineers to test new
materials. The company quickly grew from a two-person operation
to one employing 70 people, and soon boasted clients including
Boeing, Walt Disney and the Mayo Clinic. It raised over $32m in
venture capital and its revenue grew 25 times between 1994 and
1999, according to Kevin Bullis, a former editor at MIT Technology
Review, in an academic paper on the Phantom.



Despite their success, Massie and his wife never felt at home in
Massachusetts and soon moved to neighbouring New Hampshire,
which they felt had more in common with Kentucky. New Hampshire
is famously libertarian: the licence plates are emblazoned with the
revolutionary rallying cry, “Live free or die”. The people there are
into their “guns and old cars”, Massie said. They “looked a lot more
like the rednecks that my wife and I associated ourselves with”.

But Massie couldn’t shake the feeling of being “the nail sticking up”.
Bullis recounts that by the early 2000s Massie had fallen out with his
colleagues, who objected to his plan for a mass-market version of
the Phantom. In 2003 he and Rhonda quit SensAble, sold their
shares and moved the family to Kentucky: they wanted to raise their
four children the same way they had been raised. Massie has also
said that, after spending so long in the virtual world, “getting back to
the earth was important” to them. They bought the farm and Massie
started work on the house, following his grandfather’s example. But
it wasn’t the only way he wanted to leave his mark on Lewis County.

Massie had always been wary of government—a wariness he said
ran deep in the culture of Appalachia. His concerns were “hardened”
in 1993 when federal agents laid siege to the compound of the
Branch Davidian cult in Waco, Texas, resulting in the deaths of
around 80 people. When Massie returned to Kentucky he was taken
aback by the power that even local government wields. “The water
board or the sewer board or the school board has the power to take
your property, either through taxation or outright condemnation, and
that’s a very powerful thing,” he has said. “So you either need to run
for that office or be very concerned about who takes that position.”






Battle cry Gallrein, a former US Navy SEAL, is running against Massie in a
Republican primary (top). Massie is popular in his home state, where supporters
admire his pugnaciousness (above)



When Lewis County proposed a new property tax, Massie drummed
up enough opposition to scupper it, and later forced the county to
abandon planned zoning laws. "That’s when I realised you can be an
activist and you could change government,” he has said. In 2010 he
ran to be judge executive of Lewis County, presenting himself as a
champion of small government. He dialled up his Kentucky
credentials, playing the banjo at shops and barbecue joints. It did
the trick—he won ("I guess part of what endeared me to them is
that I wasn't that good [but] they were like ‘Hey, this guy is willing

to try’,” Massie has said).

The county was in the red so he set about finding savings. He
renegotiated contracts, axed jobs in county government and
privatised rubbish collection. Rather than pay a plumber to install a
new water heater in the local prison, he and some inmates fitted it
themselves. "I was able to cover my entire salary with the waste
that I found,” he told me.

At the time the Tea Party was at the pinnacle of its influence.
Supporters of this grassroots movement argued that the federal
government had exceeded constitutional limits on its power. It was
popular in north-eastern Kentucky, where Republicans tend to be
better educated and more ideological than voters elsewhere in the
state, according to Steve Voss, a political scientist at the University
of Kentucky. In 2012 Massie ran for Congress, styling himself a
tribune of the Tea Party. He won the primary in a seven-way race
with 45% of the vote.

On Capitol Hill Massie joined forces with Rand Paul, son of Tea Party
eminence grise Ron. Rand had been elected as a senator for
Kentucky in 2010. The pair formed a “fuck you caucus”, said Cross,
the Kentucky journalist: “They wanted to tell people to ‘Get the hell
off my land and out of my life and leave me the hell alone.”” Massie
developed a reputation for holding his ground, voting against
legislation so often he acquired the nickname Mr No. Sometimes
Massie’s views aligned with the Republican mainstream: he is anti-



abortion, pro-gun and campaigned to repeal the Affordable Care Act.
But he remained firmly committed to his libertarian principles. He
introduced legislation to reduce some federal prison sentences and
tried to repeal the Patriot Act, which expanded government
surveillance after 9/11 and was overwhelmingly supported by
Republicans.

During his 14 years in Congress, Massie has preferred to play
what he calls the “outside game”

Massie has been prepared to alienate his colleagues. In spring 2020
the House of Representatives was poised to pass a $2.2trn covid-
relief bill through unanimous consent. This procedure, which is
designed to speed up the passing of uncontroversial legislation,
means laws can be passed without a recorded vote, so long as no
member present objects. The idea was that representatives
hunkering down in their districts wouldn’t have to travel to
Washington and risk getting covid. But Massie, who didn't want to
add to the national debt or stoke inflation, objected to the bill. This
forced his colleagues to cast their vote in person, leading CNN to
brand him “the most hated person in Washington, bc” (an epithet
Massie recalled with pride at a recent rally).

Massie feared that by opposing the bill he was “committing political
suicide”—he was up for re-election in a few months’ time and 70%
of Americans supported the bill. But it was more important to him
that the vote of every representative be recorded for posterity
(ultimately the bill was passed by a huge majority). In spite of his
unpopular position on covid relief, Massie won the primary by 81
points. Voters admired his courage, said Cross, adding that the state
had originally been settled by migrants from Scotland and Ireland,
whose forefathers had spent centuries battling the English. Massie
was seen to share their “pugnacious, independent, self-reliant
streak”, Cross said.



Massie wasn't afraid to unleash his inner Braveheart. When former
senator John Kerry was testifying about the risks of climate change
at a committee hearing in 2019, Massie mocked him for having
studied political science, remarking that it was “appropriate that
someone with a pseudoscience degree is here pushing
pseudoscience”. Massie’s comments were pilloried in the press but
didn’t harm his popularity in Kentucky, which is still a big coal
producer. (Not everyone back home was impressed: “"Sometimes he
makes comments about science things,” said Johnson, his chemistry
teacher, citing Massie’s support for raw milk. “And I'm like, Thomas, I
taught you better...I'm surprised he’s taken some of those opposing
views because...he understands science.”)

Whatever his true beliefs on the science of climate change, Massie
cultivated his reputation as a conviction politician. I asked Robin
Webb, a Kentucky state senator whose district encompasses Lewis
County, why Massie is so popular. “His values are his values, he
doesn’t waver,” said Webb, who has known him for years. “Even if
you don’t agree with him all of the time, you've got to respect that.”

At the start of every congress, representatives are issued with small
badges called congressional pins. When Massie first moved to
Washington, he noticed that he was treated differently when he
wore his. Police officers stepped out of his way; people held the door
open for him and stopped talking when he stepped into a lift. There
was always a table for him at the capital’s most exclusive
restaurants.
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The force awakens Massie faces reporters ahead of the vote on the Epstein act
(top). A Star Wars Lego set was a humorous gift from a fellow congressman. “The
Capitol is analogous to the Death Star”, Massie told The Economist (above)



This kind of deference made Massie uneasy. To explain why, he drew
an analogy with “The Lord of the Rings”, J.R.R. Tolkien’s epic fantasy
novel. His farm, he said, is the Shire, the bucolic land where the
saga’s heroes, small people with hairy toes known as hobbits, farm,
drink and make merry. Washington, DC, is Mordor, the fount of all
evil. The congressional pin is the Precious, a magic ring which
confers tremendous power on those who wear it, a power so
irresistible that bearers of the ring are eventually rendered its slaves.

Massie expands on the metaphor in “Off the Grid with Thomas
Massie”, a short documentary film about his life and career, made in
2019. “The hobbits who wear Precious feel powerful,” he says. “And
I can feel it myself, and it's a scary feeling, because I know if I wear
this for too long, it's gonna affect me and not in good ways...Here's
the thing about the hobbits that go to Mordor: most of them
succumb to the intoxication of power.” Massie told me he stopped
wearing his congressional pin four years ago.

His belief that power corrupts has shaped his approach to politics,
he explained. The conventional way to gain political influence is
through obtaining office within party leadership. To do so a legislator
has to raise money, “give it to the party, and show that you are
willing to do things for the lobbyists”, he said. “Maybe they aren't
things you campaigned on, maybe these are things that your
constituents don't even care about.” By and large, lobbyists want the
government to spend money on their priorities; they are by
definition in favour of big government. To curry favour with them he
would have to “betray” his commitment to libertarian principles. In
other words, he said, the “inside game keeps you from being
virtuous”.

During his 14 years in Congress, Massie has preferred to play what
he calls the “outside game”. Describing his strategy, he compared
himself to Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, the media-savvy New York
congresswoman. Rather than climb the rungs of power in a
traditional sense, she has taken her “message directly to the people”



and used her popularity to gain sway in Congress. (“If you use this
analogy, make sure people don't take it the wrong way,” said Massie,
seemingly nervous about casting a leftwinger in a positive light.)

"I am not on the bandwagon,” he said, pausing after each word
for emphasis. “And I never will be”

Last autumn the outside game finally reaped rewards with the
Epstein act, the only one of Massie’s rebellions to have made a real
difference. It all began in April 2025 when Pam Bondi, then the
attorney-general, invited the House Judiciary Committee, on which
Massie sits, to dinner at the Justice Department. Massie later told a
reporter from the Atlantic that he had said to Bondi: “I saw you
release ‘Phase 1’ of the Epstein files. When do you think we might
get ‘Phase 2?"

According to Massie, Bondi replied that the only material that had
yet to be released was what she considered “child pornography—and
nobody would want to look at that”. He didn’t pursue the subject
“because she made it sound as if you'd be a pervert if you wanted to
see the Epstein files”. Massie left the dinner thinking “that unless
something changes, we're never going to see any more Epstein
files”. He resolved to bring about that change himself.

Massie has framed his interest in the files as a matter of
accountability. It is also rooted in a profound mistrust of federal
power and a sense that politicians and elites are colluding to cover
up their sinister deeds. During our four encounters, I was struck by
Massie’s warmth and gift for storytelling. Yet beneath the surface of
the affable engineer, there lurks someone more conspiratorial: a man
who appears to suspect that "The Matrix” is not a bad metaphor for
reality.

In July the Justice Department announced it would not release any
more records. Massie decided to take matters into his own hands.
He and Khanna drafted a bill compelling the department to release



the files. He knew every Democrat would vote for it, and reckoned
he could bring a few Republicans on board too.

When the White House got wind of Massie’s plan, it embarked on a
campaign to thwart him. Two of his staffers were offered other jobs,
which he suspected was an attempt to slow him down. He had
received death threats from people on the left before, but now he
started getting them from people on the right. “I've never really
seriously been worried about my safety until the Epstein files got
released,” he told me. "Because now I've pissed off a bunch of
billionaires who are clearly morally corrupt.”
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Kentucky rebel Massie’s digital badge displays the ever-growing federal debt
(top). Merchandise from his past campaigns gives a flavour of Massie’s beliefs
(above)

Republican leaders tried to prevent the bill from going to a vote.
Massie knew he could force it to the floor if he got 218
representatives to sign a discharge petition. This meant he would
need the backing of at least three Republicans. Three Republican
congresswomen declared their support—Marjorie Taylor Greene,
Nancy Mace and Lauren Boebert. Greene has said that Trump
phoned her and warned her to stop, yelling: "My friends will get
hurt.” Boebert was summoned to the White House situation room for
a meeting with Bondi and Kash Patel, the FBI director. Massie named
a group text with the trio "Bravehearts”.

All the while, Massie and Khanna made their case to the public in
media interviews. In September they convened a press conference,
which featured a speech from Greene and emotional testimony from
some of Epstein’s victims. Later that month a poll showed that 67%
of Republican voters supported the release of the files. A Republican



strategist was quoted as saying that pressure from “furious” MAGA

n

voters was “forcing even the most loyal Trump allies to break ranks”.

By November Massie had the signatures he needed. Trump dropped
his opposition and the legislation was passed with an overwhelming
majority in the House of Representatives. “Even if you don't control
what bill comes to the floor, you can move the narrative by playing
the outside game,” Massie told me. “"We won the argument in the
American conscience and then that translated into action in
Congress.”

On a blustery day in northern Kentucky, two bluegrass musicians
strummed their instruments as some 150 Massie supporters
gathered for his campaign launch. Pete Hendrickson had travelled
from Michigan to see the congressman, whom he described as “a
man of principle who understands the constitution and abides by it”.
For Cathy Beil, a retired postal worker with a neatly curled fringe,
“he’s the most honest congressman we have.” Others admired what
they saw as his dogged and lonely pursuit of the Epstein files:
“Massie is standing up, going against the grain—a true Kentuckian,”
said Craig Pennington, who owns a shop selling Western boots.

“We won the argument in the American conscience and then
that translated into action in Congress”

Massie took to the stage in a blue blazer, jeans and cowboy boots.
Pinned to his blazer was a digital badge that he designed and made
himself: its screen displayed the size of the ever-ballooning federal
debt. “I'm sure none of you in here agree with me all the time,” he
said, “but it's about doing what you think is right in the moment all
the time."” Referring to critics such as Gallrein who have branded him
a Democrat, he said: "I vote with the [Republican] Party 91% of the
time but in the 9% of the time, they're covering up for paedophiles,
starting a new war or bankrupting our country. I am not on the
bandwagon,” he said, pausing after each word for emphasis. “And I
never will be.”



He described how Trump had tried to change his vote on the covid-
relief package in 2020. Massie got a call from the president, who
vowed to back his primary opponent if Massie voted against the bill.
As Massie recounted the anecdote, he tilted his head and puckered
his lips, mimicking the president, who apparently told him: “I will
come at you...and you're gonna lose.” The audience cackled. “"Well, I
survived that [election],” said Massie. He joked that he had “Trump
antibodies”, adding, “Hopefully I survive this one.”

If he does lose the primary he would be happy to return to farming
full-time, he told me. Most weekends he jumps in his car and drives
the eight hours from Washington to Kentucky to tend to his animals.
(Not long after Massie married Carolyn, he posted on X that she
“helped me butcher meat chickens the day we said our vows".) The
farm, he said, was “the ultimate insurance policy”. It inoculated him
against the urge to defend his political career at any cost. “We're
self-sufficient to a high degree,” he said. “We're not rich but we don't
need a lot of money to keep going. It gives you a sense of security.”

This security, which is plainly psychological as much as financial, lets
Massie stand apart. “For many of my colleagues, their sense of
importance is wrapped up in the job,” he said. They had calculated
that fealty to the president was necessary for their political survival.
Massie, however, has more in common with Thomas Jefferson’s ideal
of the yeoman farmer. Like many Founding Fathers Jefferson worried
that the fledgling republic would succumb to those who sought
power for power’s sake. He saw self-sufficient smallholders as the
model of virtuous citizenship, as their independence made them
harder to corrupt.

It's not that Massie lacks political ambition. He told me he wouldn’t
rule out a run for governor, a role he believes would allow him
actually to get stuff done (“In Congress, you have no executive
authority so you can'’t directly do anything”). But he is not defined by
his political job. In “Off the Grid” he said, "My dream is not to be a
politician, my dream is not to lord over people from a central



government somewhere.” Instead he aspired to raise a family on a

farm that he built with his own hands, and be reliant on no one. An
aspiring king in Washington would struggle to bend such a man to

his will. =

Charlie McCann is a feature writer for 18453.
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Too many Cooks, not enough Jobs?

Apple’s new boss needs to
restore its magic for the Al
era

The elevation of John Ternus hints at the future direction of the
company

4H 23, 2026 05:01 4 | LOS ANGELES

JOHN TERNUS, named by Apple on April 20th as its new chief
executive, is known to share many of the defining characteristics of
Tim Cook, the man he is replacing: likeable, unflappable, a company
man to the core. But in the midst of what could be one of the
biggest technological upheavals in history, that may not be enough.
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The question is, can he also invoke the mercurial magic of Mr Cook’s

even more illustrious forebear, Steve Jobs?

Core values
Share prices, August 24th 2011=100
Log scale
10,000
Steve Jobst Tim Cooky Apple
returns| appointed 1,000
as CEO CEO
100
S&P 500 —
10
1
0.1

| I

1 | I I i
1981 90 2000 10 20 26
Source: LSEG Workspace

Mr Ternus, Apple’s 50-year-old hardware chief, will take over in
September, at which point the 65-year-old Mr Cook will become
executive chairman after a remarkable tenure as Apple’s boss. Since
he replaced Jobs in 2011, the company’s sales have quadrupled, to
$416bn, and its shares have outperformed the s&p 500 by a wide
margin (see chart). On his watch, Apple’s market value has soared



from $350bn to $4trn (roughly $700m for every day of his tenure).
Sales of iPhones are breaking records. Its services business, which
includes app-store revenues, continues to grow by double digits
annually. As chief executive, Mr Ternus'’s first product launch later
this year is likely to be a foldable phone, which Apple’s devotees
have been eagerly awaiting. The transition is set to look picture-
perfect.

Yet under Mr Cook, Apple’s success was more thanks to steady
operational improvements, especially to its supply chain in China,
rather than revolutionary products. The foundation stones of his
tenure were innovations that date back to the Jobs era, such as the
Mac, iPhone and App Store. These served Apple brilliantly in the
internet age. But since the start of the artificial-intelligence era, with
the launch of OpenAl’s ChatGPT in 2022, Apple’s response has been
half-hearted. Mr Ternus will have to do better.

Nobody expects him to take Apple on the big-spending path of its
big-tech rivals, which are splurging hundreds of billions of dollars
apiece on data centres. But its early attempts to integrate AI into its
products were an embarrassment. Its over-hyped “Apple
Intelligence”, aimed at serving Al to users of Apple devices, was a
flop when it was unveiled almost two years ago. Having suspended
its own efforts to make foundation models, the company is now
relying on the Gemini family from Google, a rival, to dig it out of its
Al hole.

A first feather in Mr Ternus’s cap, even before he takes office, will be
showing that a Gemini-powered Siri can behave less like a clunky
automaton and more like a smooth-talking AI assistant when it is
shown off at Apple’s marquee developers’ conference in June. In a
sign that Apple is aware it has a problem, it has substantially
reshuffled its AI leadership team in the past year.

Yet Mr Ternus'’s elevation, and a powerful new role for Johny Srouji,
who has helped lead Apple’s chip strategy, suggests the company is



betting primarily on hardware rather than software to carry it
forward, on the assumption that A1 models will eventually become
commoditised. "It seems like if I'm promoting the hardware guy to
be CEO, I want innovation to come from the hardware side,”
surmises Gil Luria, an analyst at D.A. Davidson, an investment bank.

Hard problems

When it comes to hardware, there are two courses of action Apple’s
new boss could take. One is to make the company’s existing
products so ubiquitous that they will almost inevitably become the
biggest consumer interface for AI. The recent accomplishments of Mr
Ternus, who took over as hardware chief in 2021, suggest he could
lean in this direction. Consider the enthusiastic response to the
iPhone 17, launched last September with Apple’s latest in-house
chips, which has led to one of the biggest upgrade cycles in years.
Or consider the roll out in March of the $599 MacBook Neo aimed at
luring low-budget shoppers away from Microsoft-based PcCs.
Reportedly the Neo has sold out this month. The Mac mini, launched
in 2024 as an ultra-compact PC without a screen, has also flown off
the shelves in recent weeks because users find it ideal for running
always-on AI agents such as OpenClaw.

Apple’s advantage in hardware is supported by its custom silicon. Its
performance-enhancing chips make the Mac the computer of choice
for the high end of the market, and the use of its iPhone chips in the
Neo is now helping it to reach the low end as well, according to Ben
Thompson of Stratechery, a newsletter.

If Mr Ternus does “nothing but keep the ship on course”, Apple could
almost double its number of devices from 2.5bn globally to 4.5bn
over the next 15 years, reckons Horace Dediu, a veteran Apple
analyst. That would be a huge platform on which to run—and
monetise—AI apps. As users subscribe to ChatGPT or other AI apps,
“Apple will just take a cut,” Mr Dediu adds. By one estimate, Apple is



close to generating $1bn in AI revenues so far this year via the App
Store, despite having no flagship AI product.

Not far from the tree

Azeem Azhar, author of Exponential View, another newsletter, adds
that to overcome bottlenecks in cloud-based Al, routine queries may
be shifted to “edge” devices, creating a big opportunity for Apple. In
Mr Azhar’s telling, the future will involve “a combination of the highly
portable phone with the persistent desktop or server. Both play to
Apple’s strengths.”

There is, however, a more radical path available to Mr Ternus, which
is to develop a new “form factor” beyond the iPhone that is more
suitable for the interactive nature of A1 than doomscrolling on a
touchscreen. Competitors are already trying to turn the smartphone
into yesterday’s technology. Meta, the social-media giant run by
Mark Zuckerberg, is selling millions of AlI-powered smartglasses. Sir
Jony Ive, the design guru who helped Jobs create the iPhone, has
teamed up with OpenAl to develop a brand new gadget of unknown
form. To keep up, Mr Ternus may have to reinvigorate Apple’s
product line-up with a determination that eluded Mr Cook.
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Apple’s Vision Pro virtual-reality headset, though an over-priced flop,
may help the new boss develop Apple smartglasses. The company is
also reportedly working on a wearable AI pin. Mr Dediu says that
one of Mr Ternus’s main strengths may be his devoted following
among Apple’s engineers, who have been pivotal to the firm’s
success. “Ternus will come out as an engineer’s engineer,” he says.
“He is hard-core. That might energise the teams.”

Even if Apple’s new boss revives its innovation mojo, he will have
other problems on his plate. The company is in the process of
reducing its reliance on Chinese manufacturing, but is not yet fully
embedded into alternative production zones such as India and
South-East Asia. At least Mr Cook, a veteran at navigating
geopolitical tensions, is expected to continue doing so as head of
Apple’s board.

But that means Mr Ternus will also have his predecessor looking over
his shoulder. In the case of some transitions—such as Bob Iger’s
brooding presence at Disney, after he first stepped down as the
entertainment giant’s boss—that can be a liability. With luck, Mr
Cook will be a more helpful force. Nonetheless, he leaves big shoes
to fill. The old adage is that you don’t want to be the chief executive
who follows a legend. In Mr Ternus'’s case, he will have to follow two
of them. m

To track the trends shaping commerce, industry and technology, sign
up to "The Bottom Line’, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter on
global business.
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Star wars

Jeff Bezos is raising his game
In space

But it will be hard for Amazon and Blue Origin to close the gap with
SpaceX

48 23, 2026 03:40 L4

IT LOOKED LIKE a stunning success—until it didnt. On April 19th
Blue Origin, a rocket firm owned by Jeff Bezos, the founder of
Amazon, launched its New Glenn rocket into the heavens for the
third time. Ten minutes later, the rocket’s first stage came roaring
back, landing on an ocean-going barge, ready to go again.

The mission marked the second time that the booster—called “Never
Tell me the Odds"—had flown, after it powered New Glenn’s second



launch in November. Reusing rockets is vital to bringing down the
cost of spaceflight. It is also very hard to do. Blue Origin is the
second company to have managed to reuse part of an orbital rocket,
after SpaceX, run by Elon Musk, first proved it was possible in 2017.

But having aced the hard bit, Blue Origin stumbled on the easier
part. Shortly after launch it said that New Glenn had placed its
payload—a communications satellite owned by AST SpaceMobile, an
American startup—into the wrong orbit. The satellite was flying “too
low to sustain operations”, said AST; shortly afterwards it burned up
in the atmosphere. The Federal Aviation Administration, which
regulates American rocket launches, is investigating, leaving New
Glenn grounded.

Getting it flying again will add another item to Blue Origin’s already
lengthy to-do list. For years the firm had a reputation as a laggard.
Founded in 2000, it took 25 years to reach orbit. (SpaceX, despite
being founded two years later, got there in 2008.) In 2023, in an
effort to speed things up, Mr Bezos replaced Bob Smith, Blue Origin’s
boss, with Dave Limp, a trusted lieutenant from Amazon.

These days his plate is piled high. Besides developing New Glenn,
Blue Origin is working on a space-going tug called Blue Ring and a
space station called Orbital Reef. It is also developing Blue Moon,
which is designed to ferry commercial payloads to the lunar surface
—and, under NASA’s Artemis programme, astronauts, too. In January
Blue Origin announced it would create a satellite-internet service
aimed at big corporate customers, called TeraWave. The first
satellites are supposed to fly next year.

Financial information is scant: Blue Origin is privately held and has
been financed mostly from Mr Bezos's personal fortune. But one big
customer is Amazon, where Mr Bezos remains executive chairman
and the biggest shareholder. It bought $1.8bn of rocket launches
from Blue Origin in its most recent fiscal year. The e-emporium and
cloud provider is working on a satellite-internet constellation of its
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own, originally known as “Kuiper” and rebranded to “Leo” in
November. It will compete with SpaceX’s Starlink service, providing
connectivity in out-of-the-way places.

Amazon is investing heavily in the initiative. On April 14th it bought
Globalstar, another satellite operator, for $11.6bn. Globalstar’s
satellites already provide connectivity to Apple’s iPhones when they
are out of range of terrestrial phone networks. Such “direct-to-
device” connectivity is “the hottest area of investment in the satellite
business right now,” says Caleb Henry of Quilty Space, a firm of
analysts. Crucially, the deal also gives Amazon access to Globalstar’s
precious radio spectrum.

But the grounding of New Glenn may slow Leo’s deployment—a
problem, given that Amazon is already certain to miss a regulatory
deadline in July, by which point it was supposed to have half of its
proposed 3,200 satellites in orbit, up from around 250 at present. (It
has requested an extension to 2028.) Amazon remains far behind
SpaceX, which has more than 10,000 Starlink satellites in orbit and
more than 10m customers.

One big difference between the companies, says Mr Henry, is that
SpaceX is vertically integrated: besides manufacturing Starlink’s
satellites and running the network, it also makes the rockets that
launch them. (Indeed, SpaceX has launched many of the Leo
satellites that are currently in orbit.) “You could certainly make an
argument that Amazon should buy a launch provider,” he says.
Perhaps Mr Bezos might know of one for sale? m
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The salesman in the machine

Why your Al assistant is
suddenly selling to you

Sponsored chats are changing the way digital advertising works

48 23, 2026 03:39 £

CHATBOTS ARE employed every day as teachers, counsellors, coders
and escorts. Now they are taking on another role: salesmen.
Advertisements are popping up ever more frequently in users’
conversations with large language models, punctuating chats with
promotions. Consumers’ search queries, editing sessions and even
intimate moments are increasingly at risk of interruption by
sponsored messages.
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As chatbots become adbots, the future of two industries is at stake.
For the artificial-intelligence business, ads represent a way to
monetise a wildly expensive invention that most people currently use
free of charge. For the ad industry, adbots are a possible answer to
the existential question of how advertising will work if users move
away from conventional search engines. Although it is early days,
the outlines of a new kind of marketing are emerging.

Many of the AI giants are piling in. In February OpenAl said it would
begin testing ads in ChatGPT, the most widely used chatbot. Google
has been trialling them in its search engine’s “Al Mode” since last
year, and Microsoft has woven them into its Copilot. Amazon’s
shopping assistant, Rufus, allows brands to sponsor its replies.
Meta’s chatbot does not yet show ads, but since December it has
been passing on insights from chats to its sister companies,
Facebook and Instagram, to help them serve better-targeted plugs.

For OpenAl, which reportedly expects to burn $25bn of cash this
year and twice as much in 2027, the need for more revenue is acute.
Although it sells subscriptions, most of ChatGPT’s more than 900m
weekly users are on its free tier. Ads are a way to make money from
them. And they may let the company make its best models available
to users who do not pay, deepening their engagement, says
Benedict Evans, a tech analyst. Even Google, with no immediate
cashflow worries, has reason to bring ads to AI chats if these
interactions are to replace search for some users. Already it is set to
lose its crown as the biggest seller of digital ads: this year Meta will
overtake it with ad revenue of $243bn, according to eMarketer, a
research firm.

So far the experiments are modest. Similarweb, a data provider,
estimates that ChatGPT is showing ads in only about 1% of
conversations, and Google in an even smaller share of AI Mode
queries. But they are due to rise fast. OpenAl is said to have told
investors that it expects ChatGPT to generate $2.5bn in ad revenue
this year and $11bn in 2027, with a goal of hitting $100bn by 2030.
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The early evidence suggests that OpenAl and Google have different
approaches to how a chatbot should sell. According to Similarweb,
98.5% of the ads in Google’s A1 Mode appear in response to the
user’s first query, rather like a conventional search engine. ChatGPT,
by contrast, bides its time. Less than half its ads come in the
chatbot’s first response, and nearly a third come after the tenth turn
in the conversation—like a shop assistant waiting for the customer’s
intent to become clear before they make their pitch. “This is not
search. This is a new category of advertising,” argues Harel Amir of
Similarweb.

So far the results are mixed. ChatGPT’s targeting sometimes seems
sophisticated: for instance, advertising job-interview coaching to a
user drafting a professional email. At other times it is comically
literal. One user asking about cryptographic “private keys” was
served an ad for metal safety-boxes from Bed Bath & Beyond.
OpenAl’s fledgling ad service so far offers advertisers little in the way
of performance data or the ability to target specific demographic
groups, says Caelean Barnes of Gauge, which helps brands track
how chatbots talk about them.

OpenAl and Google also seem to be going after different kinds of
advertisers. Google’s Direct Offers allow companies to promote a
discount code for a product the user is researching in AI Mode.
OpenAl, meanwhile, is focused on brand-building ads designed to
burnish a firm’s image rather than trigger a click. So far 81% of its
ads fall into that category, by Similarweb’s analysis. OpenAlI may
reckon that users deep in a coding or editing session are unlikely to
break off to pursue an offer.

The good news for chatbot-makers is that users do not seem to be
repelled by ads. Some competitors have steered clear of sponsored
replies, fearing these will hurt trust: in February Perplexity stopped
showing ads and Anthropic skewered its ad-toting rivals with a series
of skits showing therapists and professors suddenly launching into
sales pitches. Yet Similarweb finds that 72% of ads shown on



ChatGPT are not on the final turn of the conversation—in other
words, users keep chatting. Conversations incorporating ads last an
average of about 20 turns, the same as those without.

For advertisers, AI ads present two challenges. The first is
measurement. If users keep chatting rather than clicking through,
“post-view attribution”—the murky science of determining whether a
user eventually buys the product elsewhere—will become the main
way to assess a campaign’s effectiveness. The second challenge is
brand safety. Mark Zuckerberg has painted a picture of a future
where advertisers simply tell Meta their objective and let the Al
handle the rest. But letting a chatbot write its own creative copy is a
gamble. Personalised ads have proved to be more effective than
generic ones. Companies may nevertheless be wary of a silicon
salesman who could hallucinate a deal too good to be true. m
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Mid-life crisis

From Allbirds to Glossier,
millennial brands have lost
their mojo

They have been squeezed by competitors old and new
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THOSE STILL doubting that investors’ exuberance for artificial
intelligence is straying into the irrational received further evidence on
April 15th when Allbirds, a wool-sneaker brand that took off among
Silicon Valley millennials a decade or so ago, announced a plan to
remake itself as a provider of AI computing infrastructure. The share
price of the company—which will be renamed NewBird AI—briefly
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soared by more than 800%, and has since settled at roughly four
times its pre-announcement level.

The reaction was also a striking indictment of the prospects facing
the business before its metamorphosis. Since its peak in November
2021, shortly after it went public, Allbirds had lost 99% of its market
value. It is not the only brand that soared in the 2010s on the back
of enthusiasm from young shoppers only to come crashing back
down in the past few years. Firms such as Glossier, a beauty label,
Warby Parker, a spectacle merchant, and Dollar Shave Club, a seller
of razors, built thriving businesses by advertising and selling
products directly over the internet to millennials. At their peak,
several commanded valuations in the billions of dollars. But they
have not aged well.

These once-buzzy millennial brands were built on two ideas. The
first was that many products widely thought to require consumers to
see them in person before making a purchase could in fact be sold
online, saving on the cost of running a physical store. Warby Parker
lent customers glasses frames to test at home; Casper, a mattress
brand, guessed that consumers did not actually need to jump up and
down on their product before buying it. The second idea was that
mastery of social media would allow these brands to drum up
interest in their products without requiring the costly ad campaigns
of yore. Glossier, for example, packaged its wares in colourful bubble
wrap, spurring customers to post “unboxing” videos on Instagram
that provided free publicity.

At first, the business model led to rapid growth. But success has
been more difficult to sustain. These brands had a “free lunch”
during their infancy because interest rates were low and the cost of
acquiring customers on social media was cheap, argues Daniel
Corsten of 1E Business School in Spain. Neither remains true. The
tide of venture-capital funding has receded as interest rates have
risen and investors have shifted their attention to AI. At the same
time, online advertising has become saturated, forcing companies to
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pay more to reach shoppers. The cost to brands of acquiring new
customers online rose by 40-60% between 2023 and 2025,
depending on the channel, notes Mr Corsten. Partly as a response,
many millennial brands have built a physical retail presence in the
past few years.

Competition has also stiffened. Large incumbents have raised their
game online by learning from the millennial brands, points out
Camille Moore, who runs a branding consultancy. What is more, a
new generation of upstarts has emerged, often led by celebrities
hoping to cash in on their legions of followers on social media.
Rhode, a lip-gloss brand founded in 2022 by Hailey Bieber, wife of
Justin, was sold last year to e.l.f. Beauty, a cosmetics business, for
as much as $1bn.

Allbirds is unique among its peers in abandoning consumer goods
altogether. But other millennial brands have suffered existential
crises of their own. Casper, which went public in February 2020, was
taken private in November 2021 after losing around 70% of its value
over the period. Glossier has reportedly tried to sell itself, but been
unable to find a buyer. Unilever, a consumer-products conglomerate,
bought Dollar Shave Club in 2016 for $1bn, but sold a majority stake
to a private-equity firm in 2023, reportedly at a much lower
valuation. “"We lost our edge, we lost our vibe,” the brand’s boss
moped last year.

Gone are the days of rapid growth for millennial brands. Now they
must learn from older incumbents how to keep customers they have
won, argues Ms Moore. The next generation of young upstarts is hot
on their heels. =
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Altered state

Donald Trump is giving
psychedelic medicines a
welcome boost

But his methods could prove damaging
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IT BEGAN with a text message from a podcaster to the president. Joe
Rogan extolled the benefits of ibogaine, a psychedelic drug, for
treating opioid addiction. “Sounds great,” Donald Trump replied. “Do
you want FDA approval? Let’s do it.” Within a week, on April 18th, Mr
Trump signed an executive order that sent the share prices of
psychedelics-makers soaring. Among other things, it promised new
funding for research into the field and instructed the Food and Drug



Administration (FDA) to issue “priority vouchers” that will speed up
the review of selected drugs.

It is a watershed moment for a field that has struggled for years.
From the 1940s to the 1960s work on psychedelics as medicines
flourished. Tens of thousands of people used them as adjuncts to
psychotherapy, with promising signs in alcoholism, addiction, PTSD
and mood disorders. But the field floundered amid the moral panic
over the 1960s counterculture and stricter rules on research and use
that made further study difficult.

Mr Trump’s decision, then, is welcome news for the millions of
people suffering with conditions that might be eased by psychedelic
medicines. His approach, however, also lays bare how the
administration is remaking drug policy: by putting relationships,
rather than scientific merit, at the core of determining which
treatments get to patients most quickly.

At the signing of Mr Trump’s executive order in the Oval Office,
Marty Makary, head of the FDA, said that three applications for
psychedelic drugs “are imminent”, and that he expected decisions
“later this summer”. That seems optimistic.

The firm closest to filing an application is Compass Pathways, whose
share price initially leapt by 53% after the executive order. Its
synthetic version of psilocybin (found in magic mushrooms) has
completed key late-stage trials for treatment-resistant depression.
Also close to filing an application is Definium, a firm which is testing
a proprietary version of LSD for treating anxiety and depression. But
Compass has said it aims to submit its final data to the FDA in the
third quarter, and Definium has yet to release results from late-stage
trials. Some think the FDA may revive a previously rejected MDMA
drug (its maker, Lykos, was told it needed better data) or, unusually,
accelerate a generic drug that is a form of ketamine.



Psychedelic medicines are certainly a deserving category for
attention. But the evidence has to be considered carefully—for the
sake of all involved. Consider the case of ibogaine, the drug
championed by Mr Rogan. Popular among veterans, for whom opioid
addiction is common, it carries serious cardiac risks. In January a
clinic in Mexico reported that a patient had died after taking it.
Equally, it may reflect badly on drugs if their approval appears
political—and after companies such as Compass have worked hard
to get near the original finish line. Insurers may look unfavourably
on drugs advanced by presidential decree. So may some patients.

The episode adds to the evidence that the administration is
politicising drug development. On April 1st Eli Lilly’s new weight-loss
pill was approved only 50 days after filing, having been granted a
priority voucher. The pharmaceuticals giant has gained favour with
the president: in February it pledged to invest $27bn to expand its
manufacturing in America, and in November it agreed to lower prices
for its weight-loss medicines in the country. Drugmakers, which
already spend lavishly on lobbying, may soon divert even more of
their resources to buttering up politicians. America’s drug-approval
process should be made faster. But not like this. m
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Against the grain

The curious rise of Chinese
whisky

Why one tipple is thriving in an otherwise dispirited market
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THE TASTING room at YunTuo Distillery is nearly 30 metres tall and
lined with 1,000 whisky barrels. Diageo, a British spirits-maker, spent
$120m building the facility in Eryuan, a quiet village in south-west
China. Before long it is expected to start selling a Chinese single
malt. It is not alone.

Chinese whisky is soaring in popularity. More than 50 distilleries have
been built in the past few years, and more are under construction. It



is not just local enthusiasts pouring in, but also some of the world’s
biggest booze companies, including Diageo and Pernod Ricard, a
French rival. Even as these projects boost local supply, China has
never shipped in more whisky. Imports hit a record 36m litres last
year, more than double the amount a decade earlier.

The rise of Chinese whisky comes at a curious moment. On the
whole, alcohol sales in China are in the gutter. The beer business is
legless. Interest in wine peaked in around 2017 and has since been
in decline. Even sales of baijiu, a translucent firewater that is by far
the country’s most popular libation, fell by about 15% last year.
Young Chinese are drinking less. And sluggish consumer spending
more generally has not helped.

Why the buzz around whisky, then? One explanation local producers
offer is that they have been strikingly successful marketing Chinese
whisky overseas. Last year they sold $585m-worth in foreign
countries, up from $5m a decade earlier. More important, though,
has been whisky’s rising status as a luxury product within China.
There are still plenty of rich people in the country, says Edison Chiao
of Diageo. Although they have become fewer and more cost-
conscious of late, they remain willing to splurge on premium spirits.

In February China introduced its first national standards for single
malt, based on Scottish regulations. Products bearing the description
must be distilled in copper pots and aged for at least three years in
barrels no larger than 700 litres. The rules have irked baijiu-makers
looking for shortcuts into the growing whisky market. But those
willing to make the investments—and wait for their tipple to mature
—may have their temperance richly rewarded.m
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Schumpeter

America’s descent into state
capitalism is exaggerated

Particularly by the state
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AMERICA UNDER President Donald Trump sometimes looks like a
command economy. Its elite talks effusively about doing business
with the state: the great-power struggle will be lost to China unless
America intervenes in commerce like its rival, runs the argument. Mr
Trump routinely declares war on the prices of things, from
mortgages to petrol to stocks. Yet for a system which is now often
described as veering into state capitalism, the state has proved
surprisingly ineffective at bending markets to its will. Mortgage rates



are stubbornly high. So are petrol prices. The stockmarket has the
whip hand over the White House, rather than the other way round.

The Trump administration has repeatedly overestimated its ability to
control business. In February Mr Trump tried to destroy the "“left-
wing nut jobs” at Anthropic after they refused to give the Pentagon
unrestricted access to their artificial-intelligence models. The AI lab
was declared a supply-chain risk, a severe sanction typically reserved
for firms connected to hostile states. Yet when a few weeks later
Anthropic released a model which it says (and the administration
seems to believe) allows it to hack almost any computer in the
world, the tone in Washington transformed overnight. America’s
National Security Agency is now said to be using the model. The
power that Silicon Valley executives wield over the bureaucracy
these days is much more striking than the bureaucracy’s hold on
Silicon Valley.

Mr Trump’s thunderous interventions in the marketplace are often
met with a shrug from investors doubting the legality of his actions,
the permanence of his interest or the soundness of his money.
Credit-card interest rates should henceforth be capped at 10%, Mr
Trump declared in January. Some bankers protested. Others simply
ignored him. A few mumbled about possibly offering special “Trump
cards”, as the president’s staff hastened to call them, with lower
interest rates (none appeared). Mr Trump likewise promised to
squeeze the profits of health insurers; shareholders now expect only
a tickle. The president’s ban on share buybacks and dividends by
defence companies has been disregarded by the industry. (So has
the $1.5trn Mr Trump says his government will spend on defence
next year.)

On the most pressing matters of business and state, Mr Trump’s
authoritarian bluster often exaggerates the magnitude of his
meddling. Whether America should ship advanced chips to China
while China plays short-form videos to America is an existential
question to which Mr Trump offered the answer of a gangster rather



than a central planner: if we get a cut, who cares? Nvidia is
permitted to power China’s Al industry by selling its H200 chips in
the country, so long as it gives the government a 25% share of the
proceeds. The sale of TikTok to a consortium of American and
Emirati investors took majority ownership of the video platform out
of Chinese hands, but has allowed its creator ByteDance to remain
heavily involved in the company. Not to worry, for America’s
government will pocket a “tremendous fee” for arranging the deal,
said to be around $10bn.

True, parts of the federal bureaucracy now operate more like a Wall
Street outfit. The Pentagon has invested in a rare-earths mine in
California, a gallium producer in Louisiana and a zinc facility in
Tennessee. It is hiring investment bankers bored of funnelling
petrodollars into enterprise-software firms to instead spend tax
dollars on mines and missiles. Similarly, the Commerce Department
has assembled interests in companies including Intel, a chipmaker,
and Westinghouse, a manufacturer of nuclear reactors, along with
the impeccably named “USA Rare Earth”. Just a hint of interest from
the day-trader-in-chief can send share prices soaring: this week
those of Spirit increased more than five-fold (though only to a
market capitalisation of around $50m) when Mr Trump suggested
the state might rescue the bankrupt airline.

This growing portfolio, however, is easy to overstate. Most of Uncle
Sam’s cheques involve tens or hundreds of millions of dollars. The
largest position, in Intel, is worth less than $20bn. This pales in
comparison with other sources of politically motivated capital
sloshing around global markets .The French government owns
shares worth around $250bn in its national champions. Both are
dwarfed by sovereign-wealth funds from the Gulf. Moreover, the
difference between Mr Trump'’s intrusions into business and those of
his predecessor is often one of style rather than category. By the
time he quasi-nationalised Intel, the chipmaker had received heaps
of subsidies. Before Mr Trump took a “golden share” in uUs Steel, Joe
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Biden tried to block the sale of the steelmaker to win votes from
union members in Pennsylvania.

One man Gosplan

A state capitalist without the full weight of the state behind him is a
loud and ineffective one. Confronted with the limits of his formal
power, Mr Trump has found bullying to be among his more effective
tools, partly because it comes so naturally to the man. The careful
tone bosses adopt when talking even about Mr Trump’s worst
policies hints at the business decisions being shaped partly by fear of
incurring the president’s ire. Yet bullying is most effective when
submission is cheap. Law firms caved quickly to Mr Trump because
there was little cost to doing so; but oil bosses paraded on Tv after
America’s military operation in Venezuela hardly jumped at the
opportunity to rebuild its oil infrastructure.

Therein lies the main difference between the economic nationalism
taking shape in Europe and America. On the old continent,
bureaucracies bubble-wrap their national champions—which
resemble them as a dog does its owner—in a thousand protective
directives. In America, capitalism is being remade by individuals,
often in public. Even its state capitalism is more dynamic. =
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The comfortable yuan

Xi Jinping wants a powerful
currency. America’s war has
helped

More countries are starting to use China’s payment infrastructure
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IN A SCARY world, comfort food can be a source of solace. Tasty
Congee & Noodle Wantun Shop, a restaurant in Hong Kong, offers
soothing rice porridge topped with scallions to locals, visitors from
mainland China and any foreigners who have acquired the taste. The
bill can be paid in Hong Kong dollars or the mainland’s currency, the
yuan. The congee shop will even take the e-CNY, a digital currency
issued by China’s central bank (although the maitre d’ had never



seen anyone use it before). Over 5,000 merchants in the city accept
this novel form of money.

China’s leaders seem newly optimistic about the yuan’s prospects
beyond the mainland. They have long been keen to ease their
dependence on the American dollar for international transactions.
Yet progress has been uneven. In recent years they have built their
own conventional and digital payment rails, bypassing the main
dollar-centric financial infrastructure. And thanks to a shortage of
borrowers at home, China can offer soothing interest rates to those
abroad. Xi Jinping, China’s leader, has said the country must have a
“powerful” currency. The yuan is still far from that. But it is
becoming something else: a source of comfort for countries and
firms disconcerted by America’s haphazard stewardship of the truly
powerful dollar.
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In pursuing its ambitions for the yuan, China has sometimes let its
rhetoric run ahead of reality, points out Josh Lipsky of the Atlantic
Council, a think-tank in Washington. But the numbers are beginning
to match the words. Some of the global yuan’s “best data points
have come in the last six or seven weeks”. Look, he says, at China’s
alternative payment rail, the Cross-Border Interbank Payment
System (CIPS). In March it handled about 920bn yuan ($134bn) a
day in transactions; last year’s daily average was only 680bn (see
chart, left panel). On April 2nd the tally topped 1.2trn yuan.

Why this leap? Nobody knows for sure. New rules came into effect in
February that made the system more flexible. But the timing
suggests the Iran war was a factor. The eye-catching data “aligns
exactly with the crisis”, says Mr Lipsky. "It can't just be coincidental.”
Iran has long been happy to be paid in yuan for its oil, much of
which supplies independent “teapot” refiners in China. And although
its crude exports have fallen in volume, each barrel has shot up in
value. Iran may also be taking yuan in exchange for granting vessels
passage through the Strait of Hormuz. Among the financial boffins
and bigwigs at this month’s IMF meetings in Washington, the
consensus was that most of the money brought in by Tehran’s “toll
booth” is in yuan not crypto, Mr Lipsky says.

But the jump in CIPS activity is so large that oil and toll payments
cannot account for all of it. The transactions may include capital,
some of it Chinese, fleeing the Gulf. And they may capture some of
the broader financial hurly-burly stirred up by the crisis. According to
China’s banks, cross-border sales and purchases of bonds, stocks
and other “portfolio” investments reached $712bn in March, 40%
more than the monthly average for last year. Not all of these
investments and divestments were settled in China’s currency. But
the yuan’s share of China’s overall international transactions,
including trade in goods, services and assets, rose to more than
56% in March, after plateauing for much of 2025 (see chart, right
panel).



CIPS is not the only payment rail carrying more traffic. Project
mBridge, a more experimental platform for cross-border payments in
digital currencies, is also getting busier. It has gone beyond the
conceptual stage to become a viable commercial proposition, says
Karen Ng of Standard Chartered, a bank. In November the deputy
head of China’s central bank said that the equivalent of $55.5bn,
spread over 4,047 transactions, had passed through the network.
Although the central banks of Saudi Arabia, Thailand and the United
Arab Emirates are also part of the project, over 95% of transactions
are in e-CNY. They can be completed very quickly, Ms Ng points out.
“Some people say ten seconds, [or] seven seconds.”

Small CIPS, supersized CHIPS

Both c1ps and mBridge are still dwarfed by standard dollar-
dominated payment platforms. The CHIPS network, headquartered in
America, handled over $2trn a day in 2025. SWIFT, a bank
messaging network, spans over 11,500 institutions compared with
1,791 in CIPS. But since Russian banks were ejected from SWIFT in
2022 as punishment for the invasion of Ukraine, many countries
have been forced to imagine something similar happening to them.
Companies have decided “I need to diversify. I cannot rely on a
single platform,” says one banker. Some of them had already taken
preparatory steps to use the yuan before this year. The Iran crisis
may have galvanised them to finally “press the button”.

The yuan’s other source of comfort to the world is low interest rates.
Weak borrowing and spending in China has obliged the central bank
to cut its policy rate to just 1.4%, more than two percentage points
below the equivalent rate in America. The stubborn threat of
deflation has also lowered longer-term yields on Chinese
government bonds.

Foreign companies and governments have been keen to take
advantage. Some have issued yuan-denominated “Panda” bonds in
mainland China. Others (including Chinese multinationals) have



instead been selling “dim sum” bonds in Hong Kong. Indonesia’s
government, for example, raised over 9bn yuan in Hong Kong in
February. This month Portugal became the first government in the
euro area to sell a dim sum bond, raising almost 2bn yuan.

It is not just governments. Hedge funds in London and elsewhere
need new funding currencies, says Alicia Garcia Herrero of Natixis, a
French bank, now that Japan’s yen is beginning to look
uncharacteristically dear at longer maturities. And manufacturers
stitched into Chinese supply chains are also asking themselves
whether they should borrow in the currency used by many of their
customers and suppliers.

The Hong Kong Monetary Authority, which manages the city’s peg to
the dollar and regulates its banks, now has a 200bn-yuan facility to
help foreign companies borrow China’s currency, at low, benchmark
rates, for trade finance or working capital for up to a year. Banks like
Standard Chartered can “radiate” this liquidity to their branches far
beyond Hong Kong, says Ms Ng. Such initiatives have boosted the
yuan’s role in greasing the wheels of global commerce. Last month
China’s currency accounted for over 8% of global trade finance,
according to SWIFT, second (but a distant second) to the dollar, on
over 80%.

Zhou Xiaochuan, a former governor of China’s central bank, who
fretted about the dominance of the dollar as long ago as 2009,
thinks China now has a “golden window of opportunity” to promote
the yuan’s use beyond its shores, thanks to America’s tariffs,
sanctions and geopolitical conflicts. China Merchants Securities, an
investment firm, also sees a “historic opportunity” for the currency,
thanks to the government’s renewed commitment, better
infrastructure and low borrowing costs.

The reality, as Mr Lipsky warns, could fall some way short of the
rhetoric. But the yuan does not have to eclipse or even rival the
dollar to provide a hedge against it. And by providing an alternative,



it can blunt the dollar’s edge as an economic weapon. For anyone
who finds the dollar’s dominance hard to stomach, the yuan could
provide an alternative.m

For more expert analysis of the biggest stories in economics, finance
and markets, sign up to Money Talks, our weekly subscriber-only
newsletter.
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Imported enthusiasm

Chinamaxxing is starting to
catch on, in China

It’s a boon for the tourist trade

48 23, 2026 03:39 k4 | SHANGHAI

g

Frame-mogging Mao

RONGCHANG BRAISED GOOSE has been popular in a rural corner of
south-west China since the Qing dynasty, but a year ago a
Westerner turned it into a national sensation. In clips shared widely
on both Chinese and foreign social media, a visiting American
influencer is seen taking a large bite of the crispy, caramel-coloured
dish. Suddenly Rongchang’s goose restaurants were overwhelmed by
local tourists. Economists in the region were shocked by the power
of a foreign endorsement.



Western social media’s fascination with all things Chinese has since
been tagged “Chinamaxxing”. Among American Gen-Zers the
tongue-in-cheek internet meme often simply means taking up
common Chinese habits, such as drinking hot water or wearing
house slippers. Some influencers have gone a step further and are
seen online using Chinese herbal medicine, drinking Chinese beer or
even puffing Zhongnanhai, a popular brand of cigarettes. Others
have toured the country posting videos of its futuristic skylines.

What Chinamaxxing means for China is harder to say. On Chinese
social media it is often translated as “Sinicisation”, or becoming
Chinese. The People’s Daily, a Communist Party mouthpiece, has
embraced the idea as the foreign adoption of Chinese lifestyles,
dubbing it “a new wave of global cultural engagement”. As some
goose farmers discovered last year, it may also bring tangible
economic benefits.

One could be through tourism. Local travellers may be heading for
some places featured in foreign social media, but foreign tourism is
booming. Inward travel collapsed during the global pandemic, but is
recovering fast. More than 35m foreigners visited last year, a record.
Visitors are also spending more than they used to. How far can this
be chalked up to Chinamaxxing?

A new visa-free entry programme for 55 countries seems to be a
leading factor. But Xu Ziyan, a researcher at the Shanghai Academy
of Social Sciences, argues that the social-media buzz abroad is
changing how foreigners view China and drawing some to visit. In
Shanghai foreigners can now be spotted in hour-long queues at tea
shops that have popped up on social media—a welcome novelty for
the owners.

Officials around the country are also taking note. The government of
Huangshan, a mountainous area popular with hikers, said late last
year that the attention on Instagram and Facebook helped to double



the amount foreign tourists spent in the first nine months of 2025
from a year earlier. (Both platforms are blocked in China.)

Exposure on Instagram has also fuelled foreign demand for Chinese
goods. Many influencers are demonstrating guasha tools, used to
scrape the skin to the point of bruising (for some ostensible health
benefit). Guasha has been a popular medical treatment for
centuries, but firms that make the tools now say foreign markets are
starting to matter. Orders are growing for hot-water bottles,
cigarettes and more.

The excitement may max out at some point. Interest in Rongchang
goose stayed high for months after the dish went viral, says a local
researcher. The restaurateur who served it was even promoted to a
local political advisory body. But the hubbub has died out, the
researcher reports. Now things are largely back to normal.m
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War? What war?

American corporate profits
keep shrugging off global
tumulit

Earnings expectations are through the roof

48 23, 2026 03:39 £4 | New York

IN MARKETS, NARRATIVES can matter as much as hard data.
Investors make decisions based on the stories they tell one another.
Over the past seven weeks the tales being swapped have been of
war in Iran, its effect on global energy markets and presidential
social-media activity. The s&p 500, America’s benchmark index of
stocks, has moved up and down with Donald Trump’s estimates of
the odds of an end to the conflict. It surged to an all-time high on



April 17th as America and Iran agreed to let traffic resume in the
Strait of Hormuz (see chart 1). It dipped on April 20th after the deal
collapsed.

Sometimes, though, hard data trumps any narrative. And for
American stocks, the relevant numbers have been remarkably strong
—despite the shock of Mr Trump'’s reckless year-long_trade war and
now a real one in the Gulf.
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Estimates from FactSet, which blends actual quarterly results from
companies that have already reported these with analysts’ forecasts
for firms yet to report, suggest that aggregate earnings for the s&p
500 rose by 19% in the first quarter, year on year. And the
forecasters expect the ink to get blacker still. Their predictions of
earnings in the next 12 months are 24% higher than a year ago.

Such bullishness about profit growth is rare and usually reserved for
recoveries after deep recessions, from which America has been
mercifully spared since the covid-19 pandemic in 2020. In the past
two decades analysts have been more optimistic only twice, during
the economic rebound from that virus-induced downturn and during
an earlier one after the global financial heart attack of 2007-09.
Earnings growth over the next year is now expected to beat even
the profit bonanza that followed the Tax Cuts and Jobs Act passed in
late 2017, a law that included the landmark corporate-tax cut of the
first Trump administration (see chart 2).

Some of the windfall comes courtesy of artificial intelligence. Four of
the five biggest contributors to overall American earnings growth in
the first quarter are winners from the A1 boom. And analysts are
betting that all four will keep going strong. Nvidia, the world’s most
valuable company and model-builders’ chipmaker of choice, is
expected to increase its already high earnings in 2026 by nearly
80%. Broadcom, a rival chip-designer, should do nearly as well.
Micron and Sandisk, which make memory chips that are handy for Al
and increasingly in short supply, are forecast to increase their
earnings seven-fold and 16-fold, respectively.



...forricher and richer 2

S&P 500, 12-month-forward earnings per share,
% change on a year earlier

40

20

-40

I I I B B B B [ B N BN N AN BN B R R

2007 10 15 20 26

Source: Bloomberg

If you exclude big tech, American profit growth looks a bit less
impressive. But it is still enviable. FactSet expects earnings at the
493 companies in the s&p 500 that are not the "magnificent seven”
technology stocks (Alphabet, Amazon, Apple, Meta, Microsoft, Nvidia
and Tesla) to increase by 16% in 2026. Exclude all information-
technology firms and index-wide profits may rise by 17%. That is,
roughly, as much as Japan’s TOPIX is expected to generate including



its tech stars, twice the figure for Europe’s sToxx 600 and five times
that for Hong Kong’s Hang Seng index.

In the first three months of 2026 the financial industry, reflective of
the broader health of America’s economy, increased its revenues by
more than 10% and its profits by nearly 20%, year on year. For the
dull business of materials the figures are 5% and over 20%,
respectively. Mining and metals firms, in particular, look anything but
boring: their profits are reckoned to have grown by nearly 90%.
Even in areas that look less sparkly, such as health care and
consumer goods, firms like PepsiCo and Johnson & Johnson
managed to beat expectations. Expected blowout results for Eli Lilly,
which reports on April 30th, would make it the third-biggest single
contributor to overall s&pP 500 earnings last quarter, behind only
Nvidia and Micron.

The main reason American big business has held up so well in the
face of Trumpian disruption is that it came into it in great shape.
American innovation in AI, pharmaceuticals and other areas remains
the envy of the world. Companies had built buffers to absorb some
of the tariff shock, and pricing power to pass the worst of the costs
on to consumers. Shoppers are in a sour mood according to
consumer surveys, mainly owing to those price rises, but still happy
and, critically, able to spend.

Things could yet go awry. If the war in the Gulf drags on, higher
energy prices could dampen growth and fuel inflation*. If Mr Trump
fires more tariff salvoes in his trade war, tries to sack Jerome Powell
as chairman of the Federal Reserve (which he once again threatened
in recent days), or meddles with the midterm elections in November,
he could undermine confidence in America’s institutions and its role
in the world. But for now businesses and investors are concluding
that, in the contest between American decline and American
dynamism, dynamism is still the hands-down winner. m




For more expert analysis of the biggest stories in economics, finance
and markets, sign up to Money 1alks, our weekly subscriber-only

newsletter.

This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.economist.com/finance-and-
economics/2026/04/20/american-corporate-profits-keep-shrugging-off-global-tumult

| BETEE | EEE


https://www.economist.com/newsletters/money-talks
https://www.economist.com/finance-and-economics/2026/04/20/american-corporate-profits-keep-shrugging-off-global-tumult
https://www.economist.com/finance-and-economics/2026/04/20/american-corporate-profits-keep-shrugging-off-global-tumult

| =1l | EPEE | FEHE | £ |

Time's up

Global energy markets are on
the verge of a disaster

Scenarios now range from bad to awful

48 23, 2026 03:39 £ | Lausanne

TRADERS OF OIL futures are a sunny bunch. On April 17th, after
Iran’s foreign minister declared the Strait of Hormuz “completely
open”, the price of Brent crude fell by 10%, to $90 a barrel. Within
hours Iran reversed course and attacked an Indian tanker. The next
trading day the global benchmark rose by just 5%. It has gone back
up above $100 since but remains around $15 below its high in late
March, even though an American blockade has trapped even more
oil in the Gulf.



Fifty days into the Iran war the world has lost 550m barrels of Gulf
crude—nearly 2% of last year’s global output. Every month Hormuz
stays closed, the world misses out on 7m tonnes of liquefied natural
gas (LNG), worth 2% of its annual supply. Yet in Western countries,
which host the largest futures markets, pain remains limited. Petrol
is a bit pricier, but most households can still afford to drive. Trucks
keep trucking. Planes continue to fly. Fuel stocks remain close to
pre-war levels,

This comforting picture is deeply misleading. By April 20th the last
few oil tankers to cross Hormuz before the war began reached their
destinations, in Malaysia and California. There is no buffer left to
protect the world from the supply shock, at a time of the year when
demand from holiday drivers starts to pick up.

To gauge how close the world is to energy catastrophe, The
Economist has collected a dashboard of indicators. It shows grave
harm has already been done. Worse, without a reopening costs
could soar, triggering events that cause the fuel system to seize up.
A reopening of the strait now would—just—avoid calamity. But some
additional pain is already inevitable.

Three factors are pushing the world towards the cliff edge. Qil
cargoes available to buy are drying up. Refineries are slashing
output of fuel. And demand remains artificially high, especially in
Europe. Something big must give somewhere large for energy
markets to balance.

Take trade first. One reason the largest supply shock in petroleum
history has not triggered global panic is that a near-record amount
of oil was already at sea when the war started. As American
warships set sail for the Gulf in February, countries there cranked up
exports. After the latest deliveries, those excess seaborne stocks are
now exhausted. So are most cargoes of Iranian and Russian oil,
which were loitering at sea but found buyers after America eased
sanctions on the two countries. Total volumes on water have fallen



at record speed. For jet fuel and petrol they are well below historical
norms, and possibly close to the minimum required for seaborne
trade to function (see chart 1, top panel).
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This leaves Asia, which used to receive four-fifths of Gulf exports, in
a particular bind. Commercial inventories in a few other Asian
countries are running out. South Korea is due to taper releases from
its strategic reserves in the coming days. Japan’s will be exhausted
in May. Crude stocks in Asia excluding China fell by 67m barrels, or
11%, in the month to April 19th, according to Kayrros, a firm that
estimates inventories using satellite imaging.

A shortfall of raw materials has forced Asian refiners to cut
throughput by over 3m barrels a day (b/d), or 10% of their
combined capacity. That could accelerate to 5m b/d in May and, if
the strait stays shut, 10m b/d in July, says Neil Crosby of Sparta
Commodities, a data firm. China could help by releasing some of the
1.3bn barrels of crude it holds in reserve. Instead it has suspended
exports of refined products. A trader familiar with its energy strategy
reckons it will not open the taps before a lasting truce. All this
compounds shortages created by the loss of Gulf exports of finished
fuel, on which Asia also relies.

Refined-fuel prices are already high. In Asian spot markets, petrol
nears $120 a barrel, diesel $175 and jet fuel $200, up from $80, $93
and $94, respectively, before the war. Demand is adjusting, partly by
government decree. Seven countries have imposed work-from-home
mandates and at least five are rationing vehicle fuel. High prices are
doing their bit, too. Small miners, fisheries and other firms without
adequate diesel stocks are working part-time. Unable to afford
naphtha, another oil product, some plastic-makers have shut units.
The combination of state and self-imposed rationing may cause
Asian crude demand to shrink by nearly 3m b/d in April, compared
with February.

Europe has so far avoided demand destruction, as governments try
to preserve citizens’ purchasing power. Of the 27 European Union
countries, 16 are using taxpayer money or cutting fuel taxes to
shield consumers from higher prices. European refiners have thus
barely slashed production. But, like their Asian counterparts, they,



too, must buy crude at a much higher cost than Brent futures
suggest.

A better gauge is Dated Brent, the price for real cargoes delivered in
the next few weeks. The spread between the two—usually $1-2—
widened greatly in April, reflecting fears of near-term shortages,
according to Platts, which produces the benchmark (see chart 1,
bottom panel). It has narrowed since but remains bigger than usual
(and does not include eye-watering freight rates and other costs).

Raw material at $130-150 a barrel has pushed European refiners’
margins into the red, reckons Benedict George of Argus Media, a
price-reporting agency (see chart 2, top panel). Extreme
backwardation—when commodity spot prices are much higher than
those for futures—crush their profits: they must pay up for crude
now but sell their products at lower futures prices. Before long they
will need to cut output.
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If Europe keeps subsidising consumption, markets will get more out
of whack. For one thing, prices for products will keep rising.
America, where demand tends to jump in a period of summer road
trips, will push them further. Competition for LNG, shortage of which
was mostly absorbed by Asian consumers’ self-deprivation and a
switch to coal, will also increase when Europe starts restocking gas
for the winter.

Fast-depleting stocks make matters worse. Europe’s reserves of jet
fuel cover some 50 days of consumption, their typical level. But
modelling by Michelle Brouhard of Kpler, a data firm, for The
Economist shows that European stocks will fall precipitously if
Hormuz flows do not normalise by June. Those in other importing
regions may disappear even faster (see chart 2, bottom panel). The
outlook could worsen if America, seeking to tame domestic prices,
emulates China and bans exports of refined products, which have
risen by nearly half since the start of the war.

Futures markets are in denial about all this. Even if Hormuz
reopened today, it would take months for Gulf crude output,
shipping and refining to resume in full. Saad Rahim of Trafigura, a
trader, thinks a cumulative loss of 1.5bn Gulf barrels, or 5% of
annual global output, is almost unavoidable. If the strait stays
closed, it could easily reach double that. The last time oil demand
fell by 10% in short order was during the covid-19 lockdowns of
2020, a shock that also brought about a fall in world GDP of more
than 3%. The time to avoid a similar tumble is running out. m
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Vitamin-D therapy

Renewables are shining. The
Iran war amplifies their

appeal

Two new reports are a must-read of energy-starved governments

48 23, 2026 03:40 £4 | New York

IT IS FASHIONABLE to proclaim that the big winner in energy markets
from the new Gulf war will be coal. The sooty stuff is certainly
getting a leg-up, especially in countries like India which sit on lots of
it and also import lots of liquefied natural gas (LNG). Yet the closure
of the Strait of Hormuz may offer an even bigger lift to clean energy,
and especially solar power.



Even before America and Israel started bombing Iran at the end of
February, the tumbling costs of clean energy were undercutting fossil
fuels in many parts of the world. Two new reports show just how
much. They are likely to be read carefully in energy-insecure capitals
the world over.

On April 20th the International Energy Agency, a club of large oil-
consuming countries, published its annual “Global Energy Review”.
Solar photovoltaics, the 1EA reckons, last year met more than 25%
of the world’s new demand for energy (including in power
generation and transport), ahead of natural gas at 17%.
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The second report, published a day later by Ember, a research firm,
focuses on electricity markets. It, too, highlights some record-
breaking feats. In 2025, for the first time ever, new renewables
generation exceeded the rise in global electricity demand (see
chart). And for the first time in over a century, renewables managed
to produce more electricity (34%) worldwide than coal did (33%).



Most of that growth came from a surge in annual solar generation,
which shot up by 30%, from 2,143 to 2,778 terawatt-hours (Twh).
Newly installed capacity accounted for nearly all of the increase.
Wind power jumped from 2,510Twh to 2,715Twh. Together with
hydropower, geothermal and a few other technologies, renewables
generated nearly 11,000Twh of electricity, or 34% of last year’s
worldwide total. For only the fourth time this century, fossil fuels
produced less power than the year before.

Solar prices are tumbling. The “levelised” cost of solar power, which
combines capital and operating cost (though does not account for
the “system costs” imposed by renewables’ intermittency) has
plunged by around 90% since 2010. It is now below that for coal
generation in India even if you add battery storage. Onshore wind
power is cheaper still.

If low cost and low carbon were not enough of a selling point,
energy crises like the one currently unfolding provide another. In a
fragmenting world, clean power offers some energy security. Once
installed, solar panels and wind turbines work regardless of
geopolitical turmoil, albeit not regardless of the weather.

After Russia invaded Ukraine in 2022, Germany’s earlier clean-energy
investments spared it €25bn ($26bn) in gas imports, roughly
equivalent to its annual import bill for the fuel in previous years.
More striking, the amount of solar generation added last year
surpassed that of electricity produced by burning all the LNG the Gulf
exported in 2025. Countries currently suffering gas shortages,
especially in Asia, will take that statistic to heart. =

For more expert analysis of the biggest stories in economics, finance
and markets, sign up to Money 1alks, our weekly subscriber-only
newsletter.
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Buttonwood

The stablecoin market has got
too stable

Rapid growth in dollar-backed crypto has stalled

48 23, 2026 03:40 L

STABLECOINS ARE, to proponents, the respectable face of crypto. In
contrast to volatile bitcoin, let alone speculative meme coins, they
should be backed by holdings of Treasury bills or other dollar-
denominated assets. On paper, this makes them a safer store of
value than many fiat currencies and a more viable means of
payment than other crypto monies, whose price can swing wildly day
to day. They should also fuel demand for Treasuries, making it easier
for America to finance its budget deficits.



President Donald Trump, whose family has extensive crypto interests
and who has issued meme coins himself, is a fan. So are lawmakers.
Last July Congress passed the Genius Act, regulating stablecoins in
America. In November Scott Bessent, the treasury secretary,
predicted the stablecoin market, then worth some $300bn, could
grow ten-fold by 2030. In February Standard Chartered, a sober
bank, forecast that it could be worth $2trn by the end of 2028.

This prospect spooked America’s banks. That is because a loophole
in the law lets stablecoins offer a deposit-like yield without bank-like
regulatory burden. The American Bankers Association, an industry
group, warned that a $2trn market for stablecoins, virtually all of it
dollar-pegged, could lead to a 10% decline in bank deposits. This
would raise the average funding cost for lenders by about a quarter
of a percentage point, they said, crimping their profits and driving up
interest rates on all manner of loans for everyone else.

Bankers and stablecoin issuers have since been locked in a fight over
the final shape of a follow-up bill, the Clarity Act. The House of
Representatives passed its more restrictive version last July. The
Senate is preparing to vote on its (slightly more permissive) text in
the next few weeks. Yet as the battle comes to a head, the bankers
and their crypto rivals suddenly have much less to fight over.

After growing by 30% in the six months to late October, total
stablecoin assets have barely budged. That is better than bitcoin,
whose market value has plunged from $2.3trn to $1.6trn. Still, it is
hardly the stuff of a financial revolution.

Announcements of new stablecoin experiments and products have
not been explosive, either. In October ten big banks from America,
Britain, Canada, Europe and Japan formed a group “to explore” if
stablecoins have merit. The exploration has yet to lead to
discoveries. Rumoured stablecoins from retailers such as Walmart
and Amazon have remained rumours.



One explanation for stablecoins’ excessive stability concerns
regulation. The Genius Act offered some certainty in that regard but
also, as the yield loophole shows, left many things hazy. Even before
the Clarity Act clears it all up, financial rule-makers are tightening
the screws. Mr Bessent’s bullishness notwithstanding, this month his
department released a proposal that would treat stablecoin issuers
as financial institutions for the purposes of anti-money-laundering
and know-your-customer laws. This means adopting the same
onerous monitoring and compliance procedures as banks, adding to
the cost of launching and managing a new coin.

Besides regulatory constraints on supply, stablecoins have been
beset by a more serious problem: soft demand. In particular, their
vaunted usefulness as a means of payment has failed to impress.
Some businesses rely on them to enable payments outside office
hours. So do some individuals in places where dollar banking is out
of reach. But the lion’s share of transactions concerns trading and
transfers associated with the crypto industry, not the real world.

New research by Franklin Noll of the Federal Reserve Bank of Kansas
City finds that nearly half of all stablecoins play the role of crypto-
trading assets. Less than 1% of stablecoins in circulation are used
for payments. Boston Consulting Group and Allium, a blockchain-
data firm, arrive at a similar figure looking at annual transaction
values using stablecoins. As crypto enters one of its periodic winters
amid a broader risk-off mood provoked by Mr Trump’s warmongering
on trade, Iran and the Fed (which he wants to lower interest rates),
stablecoins feel the chill.

If investors embrace blockchain-based “tokenised” assets, which
require something like stablecoins to trade, demand for dollar-
pegged digital currencies may rise. But tokenised finance, worth
$30bn today, is in its infancy. So long as stablecoins are tied at the
hip to their unstable crypto cousins, bankers need not lose sleep. m



Subscribers to The Economist can sign up to our Opinion newsletter,
which brings together the best of our leaders, columns, guest essays
and reader correspondence.
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Free Exchange

Has the World Bank
performed a U-turn on
industrial policy?

Interventionists who think so should read its new report more closely

48 23, 2026 05:52 4

SINCE 1980 the World Bank and the IMF have stuck to a plan. When
countries on the brink of financial collapse come to them, the
institutions extend fresh loans and coax creditors to take haircuts in
return for liberal reforms. In 1993 a report from the bank titled “East
Asian Miracle” grudgingly admitted that the growth of Japan and
South Korea in preceding decades may have been aided by
governments’ illiberal picking of industrial winners. But that was



largely a matter of luck. For other countries, the report declared,
“The promotion of specific industries holds little promise.” The
“Washington Consensus” of free markets, sober fiscal policies and
private enterprise would carry the day.

This makes the bank’s latest research tome all the more arresting.
“Industrial Policy for Development”, released in March, is a guide for
governments determined to intervene in the economy. Ana
Margarida Fernandes, who leads a group researching development,
and Tristan Reed, one of her economists, cover whether, when and
how poor countries might use tools from public spending to tariffs
and exchange-rate management to boost industry.

Long-time critics of the Washington Consensus have greeted the
volume as a 275-page surrender. Jake Sullivan, architect of Joe
Biden’s hands-on industrial policy, crowed that its significance was
“hard to overstate”. Yet on a close read, many ideas buried in the
dense text look familiar. What has changed most is the tone.

The label “industrial policy” was once reserved for big ideas such as
import substitution, where states ban trade with foreign countries to
nurture domestic industries until they are strong enough to compete
on an equal footing. Over the past decade, however, the list of
policies counted as intervention has lengthened. The bank
distinguishes two main categories.

One concerns “market incentives”. Ms Fernandes and Mr Reed treat
these cautiously. India and Brazil may get some benefits from
offering startups subsidies that offset the lower quality of home-
grown knowledge and universities. But these are likely to be
expensive. Given the high chance of startup failure, they also need a
large market with lots of candidate firms if they are to have any
effect. Other tools are even less useful. Restricting imports and
paying firms to produce components locally excludes countries from
global value chains. Offering consumers subsidies does little to make



firms more competitive. Tariffs promote some industries at the
expense of others, which must pay more for their inputs.

The report is less averse to the second category, “public inputs”. It
encourages policymakers to increase public spending on things like
electricity, water supply and transport, for instance lauding Ethiopia
for increasing the cargo capacity of its national airline to encourage
horticulture exports. It supports the creation of industrial parks
where such infrastructure is readily available, as Morocco and Costa
Rica have done. And it backs training initiatives such as a
government scheme in Romania which produced workers that
eventually attracted firms. All sensible. None of it particularly statist.

Or novel. The report from 1993 offered similar advice. It warned that
import substitution was too risky, as cosseted domestic firms tend to
fail when exposed to international competition and that warping the
economy to benefit handpicked industries risked starving the rest.
Instead, countries could try to boost exports by attracting foreign
investment and increasing infrastructure spending. Indeed, in the
past three decades much of the bank’s loans have financed bridges,
roads and railways.

Ms Fernandes and Mr Reed acknowledge that poor countries have
changed since 1993 in ways that make them less vulnerable to
industrial-policy disaster, notably keeping inflation and budget
deficits under control. The authors are also less reflexively dismissive
of statist tools, and give them serious consideration. But apart from
public inputs, few get an explicit thumbs-up.

Instead, the report’s most important innovation, besides going easy
on finger-wagging, is to acknowledge reality. "We begin”, say the
authors, “with a government that has already decided to expand a
particular business activity.” Of the economists covering the bank’s
189 member countries, four in five have been asked by governments
to advise on industrial policies. And of the 183 countries assessed by
the report, each had at least one industrial policy in place. Kenya



hopes to nurture a tech industry behind a wall of subsidies.
Indonesia has banned the export of many raw commodities. This
makes attempts to talk policymakers out of such ideas fruitless, says
one bank official. More are likely to listen if offered minimally
distortive advice on how to intervene.

Bossy states, courteous technocrats

The trouble with this approach is that humouring today’s
policymakers risks emboldening them further. Few are likely to be
content with public inputs. Many risk forgetting the lessons of past
failures of market incentives. In the 1960s and 1970s many African
countries undertook similar industrial experiments to East Asia’s
policies. For a time they grew at a similar pace. Yet from the mid-
1970s it became apparent that policymakers in Africa had placed the
wrong bets. When these blew up, this kicked off the crisis-ridden
decade that eventually led the World Bank and IMF to codify the
Washington Consensus.

All industrial policy favours one area of the economy over another.
That is true even of public inputs: building a road helps
manufacturers more than it does tech startups. No bureaucrat or
economist can change that. Nor can they tell if pumping an industry
full of cheap labour and investment creates efficiency or bloat. The
authors acknowledge that the world has changed. But their implicit
warning to policymakers remains the same: interventionism leads
nowhere good. =

Subscribers to The Economist can sign up to our Opinion newsletter,
which brings together the best of our leaders, columns, guest essays
and reader correspondence.
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Nuclear disaster, 40 years on

Scientists are still learning
from the Chernobyl nuclear
disaster

Their work should make future accidents less deadly

48 23, 2026 05:01 £ | CHERNOBYL NUCLEAR-POWER PLANT AND KYIV

As A BLUE coach pulls up outside Chernobyl nuclear-power plant,
friendly stray dogs approach it. It has passed through multiple
Ukrainian military checkpoints—necessary since Russian troops
briefly occupied the plant on the first day of the invasion in 2022.
Out spills the next shift of workers, ready for 14-day stints on site.
Just above the main entrance, employees tuck into a subsidised
lunch of Ukrainian staples. The cafeteria is abuzz, even though the
last of the plant’s four reactors shut down for good in 2000.

Staff clad in three layers of white cotton dart into and out of the
“Golden Corridor”, nearly a kilometre of narrow hallway that runs the
length of the plant, its walls a distinctively Soviet gold-painted
aluminium and its floors a staggering expanse of clacking broken
tiles. Along its length there are pans with sodden rugs to step into,
to collect any potentially radioactive dust on the bottom of shoes,
and antiquated whole-body radiation-scanner gates: only the clean
shall pass. Some of those traversing the corridor are involved in
radiation monitoring. Many more carry out the excruciatingly slow
business of decommissioning and dismantling. And some are still
making new scientific discoveries.



The accident that began unfolding here on April 26th 1986 was
disastrous, and not only for the people who lost their lives during
and soon after it. But some good has come from it. It has provided a
unique laboratory: an unnatural experiment that four decades on
continues to produce valuable lessons on the biology, ecology and
sociology of nuclear accidents.

When reactor number four exploded during a safety test, its core
was exposed to the air. Out streamed a jumble of more than 100
radioactive elements. Inert gases such as xenon and krypton were
swept quickly and harmlessly away. But the radioactive atoms that
settled onto the region and its people—from iodine (which loses half
its volume to decay every eight days) to technetium (which needs
200,000 years)—continued to move around the environment. It is
the relentless tracking of these radionuclides, particularly strontium
and caesium, the ones most worrisome for human health, that has
preoccupied many researchers since.

Gennady Laptev and Oleg Voitsekhovych were roped in after the
accident to assist as newly minted graduates. They were joined by
Soviet scientists of every stripe to take environmental stock of what
had been wrought. Dr Laptev soon found himself on helicopter
missions, dangling detectors over the destroyed reactor to quantify
the radiation pouring out.

Today they are both senior researchers at the Ukrainian
Hydrometeorology Institute’s Department of Environment Radiation
Monitoring, and are still at it. In a chilly office in Kyiv—heating and
electricity come and go in wartime Ukraine—they finish each other’s
sentences as they describe what they have learned about
radionuclides’ journeys through lakes, rivers and groundwater.

Some of their most crucial work was determining the radiation risk
from drinking water. After the accident, local people feared what
came out of the tap. But Messrs Laptev and Voitsekhovych showed it
provided no more than 10% of their total long-term internal
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radiation dose, and probably closer to 1%. The rest came from food
and, in particular, milk.

Truth and consequences

The example that Chernobyl has provided of how the landscape,
water dynamics and human behaviour affect radiation risk will be
important when dealing with future disasters. Scientists never stop
studying it, because radioactive isotopes can move in surprising new
ways.

Mostly, when levels of radiation are found to be rising, they are still
under acceptable thresholds. But sometimes those thresholds are
breached. Drs Laptev and Voitsekhovych speak animatedly about the
natural draining of Chernobyl’s cooling ponds, which had been
topped up with water from the Pripyat River until 2014. The
relatively clean groundwater beneath the ponds had acted as a
barrier, hemming in the much more contaminated groundwater
closer to the ruined reactor. As the cooling ponds have slowly
drained, strontium levels in local waterways have begun to rise
above WHO drinking-water guidelines.

Valery Kashparov of the Ukrainian Institute of Agricultural Radiology
may be the world’s foremost expert on how a shower of radioactive
particles affects land and the foods that come from it. The
magnitude of the shower in any one place is not a definitive factor.
The soil probably matters most: peaty and sandy earth gives up its
contaminants to growing plants far more readily than black, humus-
rich soils. And different foodstuffs, he has found, soak up
radionuclides differently. Oats disproportionately draw in strontium;
peas, caesium. Wheat and potatoes, however, leave more
radionuclides in the earth.

Dr Kashparov has compiled a considerable list of agricultural
countermeasures to reduce risk. Feed livestock and fish with a
chemical called Prussian Blue that binds to caesium and helps it to



be excreted; turn iffy milk into a form (such as butter or cheese)
that can outlive dangerous radioactivity; add lime or mineral
fertilisers to soil to impede uptake.

Yet human behaviour complicates matters. Early on, when
radioactive iodine was still abundant, milk contributed to much of
the spread in radiation because it was a means of barter for
smallholders. For any post-disaster agricultural playbook to be
effective, it must take into account local economies, dietary habits
and risk tolerances, and encourage a focus on public awareness,
stresses Dr Kashparov.

Another factor in how radionuclides pass from soil to food is the
variety of bacteria nearby. Few have given that more thought than
Olena Pareniuk of the Institute for Safety Problems of Nuclear Power
Plants. Her work has shown that different bacteria can impede or
enhance the transfer. Two preventive measures follow: inoculate the
soil with the impeding kind and your crop comes up cleaner.
Introduce the enhancing kind and the plant becomes a disposable
contaminant sponge which helps clean up the soil. Results from
laboratory tests of both techniques are modest but encouraging.

Dr Pareniuk has also studied the bacteria that live inside Chernobyl’s
ruined reactor. They survive—thrive, even—in an inhospitably
alkaline environment in which there are virtually no nutrients. Even
more astonishingly, they are breaking down the wildly radioactive
mixture of melted uranium fuel, concrete and metal known as
corium. “Whatever material human beings create, nature will find its
bugs to decompose it,” says Dr Pareniuk.

Even more hopeful stories have emerged further up the food chain.
Jim Smith of Portsmouth University began studying Chernobyl in
1990 as a physicist. But he has since become an expert on the
region’s wildlife. The evacuation of the exclusion zone is by now a
well-documented experiment in rewilding. It is not just that animals
took over when people left. Larger beasts particularly flourished;



wolf and deer populations bounced back and long-gone species such
as the lynx returned. There is still some debate about, among other
things, the long-run effects on smaller creatures such as barn
swallows and butterflies, but in general the accident left little legacy
in animal populations or in their DNA. The zone has no three-eyed
fish (though perch in the most contaminated areas seem slower to
develop sexually).

Something in the air

A more harmful consequence of the accident, Dr Smith says, has
been a misunderstanding of radiation risk among public and
policymakers alike. Apart from an early spike in (mostly non-lethal)
thyroid cancer, an exact count of human deaths caused by the
ensuing radiation exposure is all but impossible. Other factors, not
least natural radiation from the earth itself, add up to lifetime cancer
risks that the disaster did not discernibly raise. Yet that is not the
perception. Chernobyl gave the world a multigenerational case of the
heebie-jeebies, widespread imaginings of mutant creatures and an
inchoate fear that has ultimately influenced energy policy.

The sodden-rug pans and security doors multiply as the Golden
Corridor reaches what remains of reactor number four, now beneath
an aircraft-hangar-sized arch known as the New Safe Confinement
(NSC). It was slid into place in 2016 to supplement the hastily built
concrete “sarcophagus” built over the reactor in 1986. It cost $1.6bn
and was intended to contain the growing radiation leaks for 100
years.

On Valentine’s Day in 2025, that timeline was curtailed. A Russian
drone pierced the NSc, starting a fire that consumed more than half
of an inner protective layer. At the back of the NSC is a modern
control room that stands in sharp contrast to the Soviet design of
the plant’s other nerve centres. Brows furrow as engineers grapple
with how the damage will affect the NSC’s capacity to keep the



remains of the core contained. Forty years on it is yet more research
that misfortune has necessitated. m
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Last resorts

How to stop colour-blind
grouse flying into ski lifts

Use signage they can see

4H 23, 2026 03:40 £5

NATURE HAS evolved an extensive range of visual codes to allow
individuals of one species to pass important messages to those of
another. Brightly coloured skin? Potentially poisonous—do not eat.
Thorny leaves? Not worth the effort—stay away. The message “Do
not collide with this chair lift” has, however, proven harder to
communicate.

This state of affairs is especially unfortunate for black grouse, which
have for decades been flying into chair-lift cables at Alpine ski



resorts, often dying as a result. Twenty years of warning signs have
failed to keep the birds away. New research published in
Experimental Biology is revealing that most of these signs are in a
colour the birds cannot easily see.

The black grouse is a bird with red patches of skin above its eyes
that is abundant in Russia and Scandinavia. It also has a small
subpopulation in the Alps, but it is getting smaller. An analysis from
2008 revealed that grouse numbers were 15% lower in the vicinity
of ski lifts. This reinforced observations made at ski resorts that
these birds frequently smacked into their cables.

To make these cables more visible, resorts adorned them with
coloured markers 3.5 to 15 centimetres wide. Since the black grouse
made up 70% of bird-cable collisions, and the assumption was that
a bird with red on its head would be able to see that colour on its
nearest and dearest, most markers were made red too. Collisions
nonetheless continued. Puzzled by this, Marjorie Liénard at the
University of Liege and independent sensory biologist Simon Potier
decided to study the vision of captive-bred black grouse. They did
this by placing them inside a black box with one clear wall, beyond
which lay a screen on which different patterns were projected.

As birds cannot move their eyes nearly as much as mammals, they
must move their heads to track moving objects. Dr Potier and his
colleagues used this fact to remotely monitor the grouses’ head
movements as various stripe patterns were moved across the
screen. If the grouse turned their heads to track the stripes, he
knew that the birds could see them. Separately, Dr Liénard and her
team studied light-sensitive receptor proteins collected from the eye
of a dead grouse to determine what colours it might be sensitive to.

The research revealed that the black grouse has poor vision. It can
see contrast, but not as well as people can. And although it can see
yellow, green, blue, purple and part of the ultraviolet spectrum, it
does not see red well. Hence the collisions. The researchers’ findings



at last provide the solution that ski resorts have been looking for.
Warning markers ought to present strongly contrasting pairs of
colour, like purple and yellow or black and white, rather than being
monochrome. The contrast markers must also be made larger (no
less than 14 centimetres across) and more widespread (at least one
every 16 metres) if they are to deter the animals.

As for why a bird that struggles to see red nonetheless bears the
colour, Dr Liénard has an answer. She explains that in addition to
reflecting red light, those patches also reflect ultraviolet light that
people cannot see but grouse can. The collisions are a case of inter-
species communication gone wrong. m

Curious about the world? To enjoy our mind-expanding science
coverage, sign up to Simply Science, our weekly subscriber-only
newsletter.
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Cyber-security

Crypto-miners are quietly
colonising computers

Hijacking processing power cuts costs

4H 23, 2026 05:02 E5

MINING A CRYPTOCURRENCY can be an expensive business.
Producing new coins, also known as tokens, can require computers
to solve cryptographic puzzles, which takes large amounts of power.
One way to keep costs down is to relocate mines to wherever
electricity is cheapest. Cheaper still is having others foot the bill. An
unsuspecting organisation’s power can be hijacked by stacking
computers in a crawlspace or storage room, for example. Such
operations, however, are regularly discovered, and culprits risk
penalties and confiscated kit.



A less risky and more scalable approach is to steal power by
remotely sneaking crypto-mining software onto other people’s
computers. Crypto-jacking, as this trick is known, is booming. Over
the course of 2025, instances jumped by about 20%, according to a
note in November from GreyNoise, an American security firm.
Victims take quite a hit. A study published in 2022 by Sysdig, a
security company based in San Francisco, estimates that every dollar
in crypto thus generated costs victims an average of $53 in
computing expenses.

Part of the surge is due to the high value of cryptocurrencies in
recent years (although there has been a drop in 2026). The barriers
to crypto-jacking are also relatively low. The requisite software is
readily obtained from underground web forums, says a specialist
with Interpol’s cybercrime unit in Singapore who required anonymity
to comment on operations. And installing such software on
computers is less challenging than stealing data, or, in the case of
ransomware, holding it hostage. The upshot is that crypto-jacking
shows no sign of going away.

Among the most useful tools in crypto-jackers’ arsenal are web-
crawling bots. These packets of codes sniff out computers with
security settings that are weak or which have not been changed
since purchase. Many such bots are now roaming cyberspace,
tipping off their masters when opportunities are spotted. Advanced
artificial-intelligence models could, in theory, help identify additional
targets, but Michael Clark, head of threat research at Sysdig,
believes their edge over existing bots is not large enough to justify
the expense.

When vulnerabilities are found, crypto-jackers are often among the

first to exploit them. Corporate computers rendered vulnerable by a
configuration error are often commandeered within an hour, says Mr
Clark. Servers are particularly attractive targets. They are always on,
and surges in traffic are common. Also, because servers act as data-
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processing hubs for other computers, crypto-jacking software can
often replicate itself on the network’s spokes.

Another way crypto-jackers can access computers is by finding login
credentials unwittingly posted online. GitHub, a massive online
repository of code, is a good place to look. And if a bot cannot find a
server password, it might be able to guess it. In January 2025 it
emerged that one such “password-spray attack” allowed crypto-
jacking software to be run on servers rented by USAID, an American
government agency, at a cost of nearly $500,000.

Even bigger scams have come to light. In 2024 Ukrainian police,
helped by Europol, arrested a man in Mykolaiv alleged to have used
password-cracking software to mine cryptocurrency worth nearly
$2m over the course of two years. On August 15th 2025 America’s
Department of Justice announced that a Nebraska man had crypto-
jacked nearly $1m in tokens while simultaneously running up more
than $3.5m in cloud-computing fees for his victims. He was
sentenced to a year in prison.

In recent years personal laptops and mobile phones have replaced
corporate servers as prime targets, says Alex Delamotte of
SentinelOne, a security firm in Mountain View, California. She
attributes this to the rising value of Monero, one of the relatively few
cryptocurrencies that can be mined on personal devices.

Individuals are also likely to be softer targets than outfits with a
dedicated cybersecurity team. Scripts used for crypto-jacking—a list
that includes Crypto-Loot, Minr and XMRig—can be illicitly embedded
in email attachments, free apps, online “malvertisements” and even
web browsers. When unsuspecting users click or visit, parasitic code
invisibly deploys, often bypassing antivirus protection. In July c/side,
a security firm in San Francisco, said it had discovered more than
3,500 websites infected with a stealthy crypto-jacking script it
described as a “digital vampire”.



These problems continue to get worse, says the expert from
Interpol. Crypto-jacking scripts are increasingly packaged as
“fileless” code, which is much harder to spot when uploaded to a
given device. Google tacitly acknowledged its inability to stamp out
crypto-jacking on its cloud service when it introduced, in 2023, a
programme to provide certain victims credits worth up to $1m for
losses incurred over any 12-month period.

Security firms, however, aim to adapt. New forensic software
packages analyse processing loads, data traffic and electricity usage,
flagging spikes and other suspicious patterns. And heavyweights,
Google and Microsoft included, are increasingly folding advanced Al
models into such offerings. Some hope that these models will
become experts at spotting crypto-jackers’ tricks as well as—
eventually—automatically deleting malicious code. Until the
cryptocurrency bubble bursts, though, expect the arms race to
continue. m

Curious about the world? To enjoy our mind-expanding science
coverage, sign up to Simply Science, our weekly subscriber-only
newsletter.
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Well Informed

Is bone broth good for you?

Or is it just tasty?
48 23,2026 03:39 L4

BOIL AN ANIMAL'S stripped carcass until the connective tissue
disintegrates and the bones, leached to exhaustion, may crumble
under light pressure. The result is bone broth, a pricey wellness
drink. Yet the stuff is becoming increasingly popular, thanks in part
to praise from celebrities. Enthusiasts claim it curbs overeating and
is good for the skin, bones and gut. What, though, does the
research say?

Start with weight loss. Bone broth contains protein, which can
promote the release of appetite-suppressing “satiety hormones”
such as cholecystokinin, peptide YY and glucagon-like peptide-1



(GLP-1). Studies have also shown protein reduces the stomach’s
production of ghrelin, a hormone that stimulates hunger. Evidence
that bone broth actually provides enough of any of these for weight
loss, however, is almost as thin as the drink itself.

In one trial, published in June 2025 in Clinical Nutrition Open
Science, 64 obese adults shed an average of 7.4kg after two three-
week stints on a bone-broth-rich diet, while also gaining muscle
mass. But as the participants took regular light exercise throughout
the trial, and no control group was included, it is possible a similar
regimen without bone broth might produce comparable results.

Swigging bone broth may, as many devotees contend, trim appetite
by creating a sensation of fullness. A paper in Appetite in 2007
found that “preloading” with soups before a lunch main course did
cut total caloric intake by a fifth. That trial, however, did not test
bone broth, which suggests that any watery food can be used for
this hack.

What about skin and bones? Bone broth, boosters note, contains
collagen, the main structural protein in those tissues. Some clinical
trials have found collagen supplements can boost bone density in
post-menopausal women. But bone broth’s collagen content is
typically well below the doses used in supplement studies. Bone
broth is not a great source of calcium, iron or magnesium, either. In
an analysis of 30 preparations of bone broth, published in 2024 in
European Food Research and Technology, the authors wrote that
their findings “generally contradicted the popular narrative” around
its supposed benefits.

Bone broth does beat collagen supplements on nutritional breadth.
Compounds released during simmering, for example, include
glucosamine and chondroitin sulphate. Some research suggests
these may lessen joint pain in people with osteoarthritis, a condition
in which cartilage breaks down. Results, though, have been
inconsistent.



The amino acids in bone broth may also have benefits. Consider a
small trial reported in Medicina in 2021. Researchers in Mexico fed
six mice bovine bone broth for ten days. Another six were given
water instead. Acids (of the non-amino kind) were then rectally
administered to cause colonic lesions. The control group’s colons
became highly inflamed and suffered “severe architectural
distortion”. In the mice given bone broth, inflammation and damage
were moderate. Perhaps, say the researchers, because its amino
acids curbed inflammation enough to limit the mice’s injuries.
Whether a similar process is at play in humans will take time to
investigate.

In short, although some of bone broth’s purported benefits are
plausible, evidence remains sparse. Much clearer is that the stuff is
wholesome and, for many, comforting. So feel free to indulge: the
only harm bone broth will do is to your wallet. m

After a free, evidence-based guide to health and wellness? Sign up
to our weekly Well Informed newsletter.
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Uncivil war

The rhetoric of war has
changed. Not for the better

Fitting literary allusions are out. Jarring clips from Hollywood movies
are in

4H 23, 2026 05:02 £

IT IS JUNE 6TH 1944. The second world war is in its fifth year.
Millions are dead. Much of Europe lies in ruins. The fate of the war
now hangs on a single stretch of water. In the English Channel
150,000 troops mass. The American president addresses his people.
But despite the bloodshed, his mood is not bloodthirsty. Americans
fight, he says, “not for the lust of conquest. They fight to end
conquest.” His ally Winston Churchill will match this tone in his



https://www.economist.com/culture/2024/08/27/nudity-drinking-smoking-winston-churchills-unusual-diplomacy

history, which he opens with a “moral”. "IN WAR: RESOLUTION. IN
DEFEAT: DEFIANCE. IN VICTORY: MAGNANIMITY”,

It is now April 2026. America is embroiled in another war. This war,
too, hangs on a stretch of water, this time the Strait of Hormuz. The
American president addresses his people. The tone is belligerent. He
says: "Open the Fuckin’ Strait, you crazy bastards, or you'll be living
in Hell—JusT WATCH!” His secretary of war, Pete Hegseth, says the
Iranians are “toast and they know it”. This is not a “fair fight”: “We
are punching them while they’re down, which is exactly how it
should be.”

War in the West has changed. Militarily, of course—stealth bombers
have replaced Spitfires—but it has changed oratorically too. To talk
about oratory in modern politics feels anachronistic: budget
speeches do not abound in alliteration and assonance. But the words
of war are different. Hitherto, when the West has waged war, it has
almost always done so with modern weapons but antique words.

Thus while countries fought on the beaches and on the landing
grounds with guns and bombs and bullets they also—and with equal
strategy—fought on the page and on the podium and on the
wireless. There were Shakespearean allusions and nods to Abraham
Lincoln and rolling repetitions of the word “fight”. Oratory mattered.
“Of all the talents bestowed upon men,” Churchill wrote, few are “so
powerful” and “none is so precious.”

Its power seems to have been forgotten. A recent White House
video titled “Justice the American Way” is an almost wordless
montage of images from “Gladiator”, “Top Gun” and “Transformers”,
interspersed with footage of actual Iranian targets being hit. Instead
of quoting the Bible, Mr Hegseth misquoted it. On April 15th he led
people in a prayer that “reflected” Ezekiel 25:17—but which was
actually taken almost verbatim from “Pulp Fiction”, a less celebrated
spiritual work. (The actual Ezekiel verse is about God smiting the
Philistines.)
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An obvious counter-argument is to say: so what? Death does not
distinguish between a leader who can produce a Periclean flourish
and one who can’t. Moreover, winged words—as poets during the
first world war pointed out—can be deceptive, luring men to a
mechanised slaughter that is neither “dulce” nor decorous. When
Rudyard Kipling’s only son was killed in the Battle of Loos, he wrote
the bitter, un-Kiplingish epigram: “If any question why we died,/Tell
them, because our fathers lied.” Butchery can be ill-served by
oratory.

Yet it is hard not to feel that something is lost when a Western
leader channels “Transformers” rather than Churchill. Allusion was
once essential to oratory. Sensibly so: all men may be created equal,
but all men’s words are not. Just ask the poor chap who gave a
(now largely forgotten) two-hour, 13,607-word address at
Gettysburg before Lincoln gave his 271-word zinger.

All great orators have thus borrowed, invoked, alluded. When
Colonel Tim Collins sent British soldiers into Irag he told them to
“tread lightly” as they trod on the site of the Garden of Eden. The
“few” of Churchill’s Battle of Britain speech stood shoulder to
shoulder in the imagination with the “happy few” of Shakespeare’s
“Henry V”. The atomic bomb was ushered in by a flash and by the
Bhagavad Gita. "I am become death,” J. Robert Oppenheimer would
later say, “the destroyer of worlds.”

This isn’t merely oratorical fireworks. The right quotation conscripts
the dead along with the living; marshal the right quotation and you
marshal not merely words, but a battalion of ideas. Invoke the Bible
and, tacitly, you invoke the better angels of our nature. Call upon
Shakespeare’s “"Henry V” and, implicitly, you also call upon God,
Harry, England and St George. A tenth of all Churchill’s speeches,
says Andrew Roberts, his biographer, referred to history to
encourage listeners to see the war “in its historical context, of
threats that had been posed to Britain in the past” that the country
had defeated.


https://www.economist.com/culture/2023/07/14/realism-with-oppenheimer-or-escapism-with-barbie

Cultural allusions offer sinew-stiffening encouragement. They also
enable a speaker to “elevate the tone”, says Barry Strauss, a
professor of military history at Cornell University. Pericles’s funeral
oration does not merely tell Athenians to fight. He tells them they
are “fighting for something...for democracy”. In 1940 Franklin
Roosevelt declared that “Never before since Jamestown and
Plymouth Rock has our American civilisation been in such danger as
now.” America would support Allied countries; by rearming, it would
become “the great arsenal of democracy”.

Leaders must evoke the right cultural allusions, however. William
Nicholson, one of the writers of “Gladiator”, finds it “terrifying” that
the White House is quoting the film: it “tells you that they actually
see war as a Hollywood movie”. In fact, they see it less clearly than
one. Mr Nicholson made the gladiator a reluctant fighter. Maximus
was not a violent lunk, but a peaceable man forced to fight for his
wife, child and the “dream that was Rome”. War is not fun. As
Roosevelt once said: "I have seen war on land and sea. I have seen
blood running from the wounded...I hate war.”

For as Hollywood knows—but the White House no longer does—the
best war oratory is not actually about war. It is about peace. People
hear it and think not merely of the lives that might be lost, but of a
way of life that might be: they fear for culture, for democracy, for
decency. You weep at good oratory because you fear not just a lost
war but a lost world. Yet when you watch the White House videos,
you weep for a lost world anyway. =

For more on the latest books, films, Tv shows, albums and
controversies, sign up to Plot Twist, our weekly subscriber-only
newsletter
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Prophets of doomscrolling

In the AI propaganda war,
Iran is winning

A joyless theocracy produces wittier videos than the Trump
administration

48 23, 2026 03:40 k4 | WASHINGTON, DC
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IN PREVIOUS DECADES, propaganda for murderous Middle Eastern
regimes tended to be unpersuasive. As American forces rolled into
the Iraqi capital in 2003, Saddam Hussein’s information minister,
Muhammad Saeed al-Sahaf, stood on a roof and claimed that
“Baghdad is safe...the infidels are committing suicide by the
hundreds on the gates.” He added that God was “grilling their
stomachs in hell”. Behind him, television audiences could see Iraqi
soldiers fleeing for their lives.



In today’s Gulf war, astonishingly, a murderous dictatorship appears
to be winning the propaganda battle against the land of the free and
the home of Hollywood. Day after day, a team backing Iran’s
theocratic regime releases videos, made with artificial intelligence,
that ridicule Donald Trump and glorify those who resist him. They
swiftly go viral. Joseph Bodner and Krysia Sikora of the Institute for
Strategic Dialogue, a pro-democracy NGO, found that two pro-Iran
networks had racked up more than a billion views on X in the first
month of the war.

The regime is not known for its sense of humour—ask the novelist
Sir Salman Rushdie. Yet many of the videos are witty and show great
fluency in their enemy’s culture. The soundtrack is often thumping
rap and the lyrics are usually in English. The figures are frequently
made of Lego. Mr Trump is portrayed as a vain, cowardly liar; his
Pinocchio-nose is soon as long as a golf club. He declares victory
even as his pants are, literally, on fire. Pete Hegseth, America’s
secretary of war, is shown as a vomiting drunk with crusader tattoos.
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Iran’s propagandists have advantages that Saddam’s flack lacked. A1
allows expensive-looking videos to be made cheaply and quickly in
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response to breaking news. Since most AI models are trained on
Western content, the technology also makes it easy to generate new
slop that riffs on Western cultural tropes. Social-media channels offer
multiple ways to circulate Iran’s zingers: handy, since YouTube has
blocked them. And an unpopular American president waging an
unpopular war gives them a mockable target.

Nonetheless, Iran has played its cards deftly. Rather than chanting
“Death to America”, as is traditional, the videos play up criticisms of
Mr Trump that resonate with a global audience. Binyamin
Netanyahu, Israel’s prime minister, is shown whispering words of
strife into his ear. Young Americans line up to be drafted as
plutocrats on Epstein island frolic with girls in bikinis. A ticker shows
the oil price soaring. A bonfire of banknotes shows American
taxpayers’ cash being wasted. American bombs kill Iranian
schoolchildren.

The lyrics are not exactly Omar Khayyam, but they are sharper than
plenty of popular hip-hop tracks. “Hey Loser, come closer, I'm the
exposer/Fake billionaire, your whole empire a poser” is not a bad
put-down. Nor is: “You drop ‘Fake News’, sitting high in your
tower/Morally bankrupt, just drunk on the power.”



Explosive Media, the group that makes many of the videos, claims to
be independent. However, it is operating out of Iran, where the
internet is shut down for all except those most deeply favoured by
those in power. And a spokesman for Explosive Media admitted to
the BBC that the regime was a “customer”.

Look closely, and the propaganda is fairly blatant. Iranian forces are
portrayed as heroic (though the regime has massacred thousands of
its own people) and ever-victorious, obliterating American bases and
Gulf skyscrapers that in fact they only singed. Nods to conspiracy
theories popular both in the Middle East and the West abound: that
the Illuminati control America and that the death of Princess Diana,
a British royal who was dating a Muslim, was no accident.
Antisemitic images appear, too. Mr Netanyahu is depicted as a worm
in an apple.

Yet all these nasties flit past your eyes so fast they are easy to miss.
The videos have “hotwired” the world’s brains, says Moustafa Ayad,
also of the Institute for Strategic Dialogue. "The Iranians have been
able to tap into the zeitgeist in a language that people understand
online...through really good use of internet subcultures, memes
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[and] animations.” The message—don't trust America—comes not
from the mouths of Iran’s actual leaders, who are “hated or
polarising”, but from Lego versions of them, “who look like fun”, says
Mr Ayad.

Iran is also taking pro-Trump AI content and repurposing it. After Mr
Trump posted an Al-generated image of himself as Jesus healing the
sick (and explained, when Christians were outraged, that he thought
it showed him as a doctor), someone added the real Jesus
descending from the sky to cast Mr Trump into the fiery pit. Iranian
embassies gleefully circulated it.

America’s State Department used to have an office that counteracted
enemy propaganda, but the Trump administration closed it last year.
So the world’s greatest military power is struggling to subdue a
regional bully, and the world’s cultural superpower is being out-
trolled by a regime that whips women for showing their hair. For the
man who let this happen, “loser” seems like an understatement. =

For more on the latest books, films, Tv shows, albums and
controversies, sign up to Plot Twist, our weekly subscriber-only
newsletter
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Back Story

In a new biopic, Michael
Jackson is an eccentric saint.
Yuck

The megastar’s uncancellable songs are his rightful memorial

48 23, 2026 03:40 L4

PART OF MICHAEL JACKSON’S intergalactic appeal was the way he
evoked yet dispelled danger. His androgynous looks and high-pitched
voice took the edge off songs of lust. A spindly body made his spiky
dance moves unthreatening. In music videos he breaks up brawls
and rescues damsels in distress; the zombies who stalk the “Thriller”
mini-movie are only a bad dream. As an artist, Jackson was a one-
man fairy tale, sublimating pain and peril into joy.
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“Michael”, a biopic out this week, tries to pull off the same trick with
his life. It is a triumphant version of a story that, in reality, became a
tragedy: for Jackson, who died in 2009, and for the children he
allegedly abused. It aims to transport you to his febrile heyday in the
1980s, but its implicit lesson—about money, memory and the
malleability of facts—is uncomfortably contemporary.

The villain in this fable is Jackson’s tyrannical father, Joseph, played
by Colman Domingo. It opens in Gary, Indiana, in 1966 as Joe
pitilessly drills his sons into shape as the Jackson 5. Their star is little
Michael, played by Juliano Valdi as a child and, as an adult—to the
extent that he becomes one—by the singer’s nephew, Jaafar Jackson
(pictured). The film charts the family’s rise and Michael’s yen to
forge a solo career and escape his father’s thrall.

For a movie about an oddball megastar who befriended a
chimpanzee, much of “*Michael” is surprisingly dull. The hero keeps
getting bullied by his father and consoled by his mother (Nia Long),
while accumulating exotic pets and staring longingly at pictures of
Peter Pan. He develops a taste for leather and epaulettes; everyone
tells him how special he is. In stretches, this is the sort of fairy tale
that could put you to sleep.

Except, naturally, the main event is the music. Here is Jackson’s
magical timbre on “I Want You Back”, released when he was 11.
Later comes a recreation of the wondrous moment in 1983 when he
debuted his moonwalk to "Billie Jean”. Movie or no movie, these
songs have shown the hard practical limit of cancellation: a bit like
Picasso, now widely deprecated for misogyny, they have proved too
good to abjure. They are all the memorial Jackson needed.
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His fame, though, wasn’t powered by talent alone. It was the type
that shades into sainthood, as if he suffered for his audience as well
as entertaining it. The tribulations included not just his warped
childhood but racial prejudice, the burdens of celebrity, a quixotic
pursuit of eternal youth and all that plastic surgery. “Michael”, too,
tries to beatify him. He comforts ill children and makes peace
between street gangs, sensing his destiny is to “heal” people. “His
story continues,” reads a note after the plot ends in 1988.

That is one way to put it. In their shared peculiarity, the saint is
cousin to the freak; the freak is kin to the creep, who is brother to
the criminal. Jackson allegedly slid to the bottom of this continuum.
Since 1993 he has been accused of abusing numerous boys—
charges he denied, as does his estate, which is still involved in
litigation. He was acquitted at his only criminal trial (another case
was settled out of court). But some of the testimony against him is
compelling.

“Michael” was reportedly meant to dramatise the earliest
accusations, and had to be revised when a prohibitive detail in a
legal agreement came to light. As it is, because the film closes when



it does, the fictional Jackson never makes it to the notorious
Neverland ranch, scene of much of the alleged abuse. The darkest
side of the tale doesn't feature. On the one hand, there is his
marvellous art. On the other, just his sequinned glove.

So viewers who recall his downfall will watch “Michael” with a
nauseous feeling of omission. Still, it will delight his devotees, and
recruit fans too young to remember the ugliness, or content to
dismiss it as fake news. Like the posthumous stage shows and
albums, it will doubtless enrich his estate. It will also affirm a lesson
of modernity: despite all the information swilling around the internet
—or because there is so much of it—with enough brass, drive and
cash you can rewrite history.

“It doesn’t matter who's wrong or right,” Jackson sang in “Beat It".
In the end, does it really matter if “"Michael” bolsters the official
image of the lost boy and martyred prodigy? It does if you believe
that no one, not even the King of Pop, should be above
accountability. Or if you care about the truth, which is that suffering
doesn’t always make a man a saint, and sometimes genius can be
worse than flawed. But that kind of moral is no use in a fairy tale.m

For more on the latest books, films, Tv shows, albums and
controversies, sign up to Plot Twist, our weekly subscriber-only
newsletter
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Fiction

Judy Blume’s radical honesty
changed literature for ever

A new biography traces the life and career of a trailblazing novelist
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Judy Blume: A Life. By Mark Oppenheimer. Putnam; 480 pages;
$35. Scribe; £25

LIKE MANY shy children, Judith Sussman spent a lot of time on her
own, reading and inventing stories. It never occurred to her to
become a novelist, though. In New Jersey in the 1940s and 1950s,
many of her female classmates aspired to be secretaries, typing up
other people’s words rather than their own.



She did not give literary pursuits any thought until she was in her
late 20s. Judith—by then Judy Blume, and a frustrated housewife
with two small children—sought a creative outlet. As she cleaned up
after dinner, she devised tales and envisioned herself as “the next Dr
Seuss”. (Her husband, meanwhile, told friends that writing was a
hobby that “keeps her out of Saks”, a department store.)

Mark Oppenheimer, a journalist and academic, chronicles Ms Blume's
life in an enjoyable, though rather studious, new biography. He
charts how she became a blockbuster author—if not quite of Dr
Seuss’s stature, then at least known across the world. Ms Blume has
sold more than 80m copies of her books to date, more than Joseph
Heller or Douglas Adams have.

She grew up in a progressive Jewish family. Even as a youngster, she
wanted gritty realism: she imagined her paper dolls had been in
terrible accidents and she was the surgeon in charge of their care.
Ms Blume’s parents demonstrated an unabashed attitude towards
sex and the body. The author remembers an awkward yet
straightforward conversation with her father about sperm’s role in
pregnancy.

So it did not take long, once she started writing, for her unsuccessful
imitations of Dr Seuss’s rhyming style to give way to her own “frank,
candid, earthy” voice. “Judy’s innovation...was not to describe
menstruation, first kisses, or teenagers’ orgasms; she had grown up
reading about these things,” Mr Oppenheimer observes. “She just
thought these topics didn't have to stay sequestered in books for
grown-ups.”

In books such as “Are You There God? It's Me, Margaret” and
“Deenie” she explored puberty, self-discovery and masturbation. In
“Blubber” she examined fat-shaming. “Forever...” described a 17-
year-old girl’s first sexual experiences. (The well-worn copy in your
reviewer’s school library would fall open to the page read most
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often, where Michael formally introduces Katherine to “Ralph”, his
penis.)

Young readers found Ms Blume’s candour electrifying; among adults,
it sparked contention. Her sales caught fire. Ms Blume's personal life
was turbulent—she has been married three times—yet she became a
kind of agony aunt to her fans, receiving thousands of letters a
month. Many of them, sadly, came from fans who were depressed or
being abused.

“Judy Blume: A Life” is best enjoyed as an overview of a
tremendously successful career. Despite having interviewed Ms
Blume at length, Mr Oppenheimer concedes he struggled to get the
true measure of her as a person. And something about the book
seems to have vexed the novelist: having reviewed a draft and
offered corrections, Ms Blume then distanced herself from the
project. This book illuminates the problem of biography, particularly
when it concerns a living person. Writing an account that is honest,
perceptive and acceptable to the subject is a tricky feat.

The book also casts a light on the chasm between adolescents and
their parents. For as long as children have loved Ms Blume’s writing,
reproving adults have feared it is leading their offspring astray. Many
have tried to have Ms Blume’s work censored. In the 1980s a school
district in Iowa groused that “Forever...” describes things “God didn't
intend to explore outside of marriage”; in the 1990s one in Illinois
fretted that it was “basically a sexual how-to-do book for junior-high
students”. In 2025 “Forever..." was still one of the most banned
books in America’s public schools.

Such efforts are woefully misguided. Adolescence is a confusing time
—teens feel curious, embarrassed and misunderstood—and stories
that help them make sense of it should be celebrated, not censured.
Ms Blume deserves her flowers. m
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In it for the long run

Runaway success: marathon
organisers are seeing record
demand

Athletes everywhere are eager to go the extra miles

48 23, 2026 03:39 £4

ALANA RANSON hit the ground running in 2023. Her housemates
were joggers, so she thought she’d “give it a go” too. By November
2025—a little over two years after she first laced up her trainers—Ms
Ranson had completed the Abbott World Marathon Majors (WMM), a
series of prestigious races in Berlin, Boston, Chicago, London, New
York, Sydney and Tokyo.



https://www.economist.com/science-and-technology/2025/02/21/do-better-shoes-help-you-run-faster

Ever more people are going the distance. When gyms were forced to
shut during the pandemic, many fitness fanatics turned to running to
keep in shape. Plenty have maintained the habit, pushing
themselves to go farther and faster. Around 60,000 runners will line
up for the London Marathon on April 26th, up from 54,000 in 2024.

A record 1.1m people applied to sweat and suffer through the course
in London this year—more than double the number that entered the
public ballot in 2024. The New York City Marathon lottery also
received its highest-ever number of applications, and only 1% of
entrants were given a race bib. (To secure a spot outside the ballot,
you have to be very fast or very good at raising money for charity.)

Race organisers are racing to meet demand. Tokyo has added more
spaces. London is in consultations to host a two-day event in 2027;
the firm behind it has also taken over races in Brighton and
Frankfurt. "What we're trying to do is give people more opportunity,”
says Hugh Brasher, chief executive of London Marathon Events.

The wMM is hoping to add Cape Town and Shanghai to its list, so the
medal given to those who complete all the major marathons will be


https://www.economist.com/science-and-technology/2025/12/26/what-is-the-best-way-to-train-for-a-marathon

even harder—and more desirable—to obtain. The European
Marathons Classics, a new, eight-race challenge, also comes with a
medal (and boasting rights).

The trend is driven by youngsters like Ms Ranson. Gen-Z runners
make up a growing share of marathon applicants and finishers; the
number who logged a marathon on Strava, a fitness-tracking app,
increased by a third from 2024 to 2025. Given their supple joints,
they will be able to keep going for some time. Marathon mania
shows no signs of slowing down. =

For more on the latest books, films, Tv shows, albums and
controversies, sign up to Plot Twist, our weekly subscriber-only
newsletter
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A black-and-white world

Ibram X. Kendi’s illiberal
views on race are out of
favour. Good

His renown is an artefact of a febrile time

48 23, 2026 03:40 L4

The banner days are over

Chain of Ideas. By Ibram X. Kendi. One World; 592 pages; $35.
Bodley Head; £25

ANYONE WHO has regularly talked of “cultural appropriation” or “safe
spaces” probably owns a book by Ibram X. Kendi. He became one of
the American left’s favourite thinkers on race, having written five



number-one bestsellers and won the National Book Award. His best-
known title, *How to Be an Antiracist”, claims there is no such thing
as “‘not racist”: at every moment, a person is either being racist (by
supporting or failing to challenge policies that sustain racial inequity)
or antiracist (when they do the opposite).

His star rose fast. In 2020, in the wake of George Floyd’s murder,
Boston University hired Mr Kendi to head up a well-funded “Centre
for Antiracist Research”. But in 2023 the centre sacked half its staff.
(Mr Kendi denied financial mismanagement.) He now teaches at
Howard University.

His new book explores “the origins of our authoritarian age”. It is
similarly rigid and hortatory—and accidentally illuminates why early-
21st-century progressivism failed. Its focus is the “great replacement
theory”, which posits that elites encourage immigration to “replace”
the (usually white) natives of a country with (usually non-white)
immigrants for cheaper labour and reliable votes. Since it was first
promulgated in 2011 by a French writer, Renaud Camus, the theory
has “taken over global politics”, Mr Kendi argues.

He is correct that this noxious conspiracy theory is no longer
confined to the fringes. Elon Musk and some American Republicans
have promoted it, as have right-wing politicians in Europe. It has
inspired mass shootings in America, New Zealand and Norway. A
book that could help centrist and liberal politicians formulate an
effective response would be useful.

This is not that book. Mr Kendi is an asserter, not a persuader. His
fondness for baroque taxonomies leads him to argue that ten
“interlocking ideas” give the great replacement theory its power. He
uses each tenet to assail a particular right-wing politician, seemingly
at random: “Racism against peoples of colour is over” and Britain’s
Nigel Farage, for instance, or “Racial inequity data should be
ignored” and Hungary’s Viktor Orban. How these ideas “interlock”
into a chain never becomes clear.
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In the absence of clarity, Mr Kendi offers guilt by association. Some
great-replacement precepts echo Nazi ideology, such as hostility to
multiculturalism, a desire to deport non-natives and a belief that
elites ("globalists” rather than “international Jewry”) dominate the
world. Therefore “any politician who articulates these renovated
ideas,” Mr Kendi says, “should be described as neo-Nazi".

This is an insult masquerading as a description, and it is more likely
to harden opposition than to change minds. This intolerant streak
was visible in earlier work. “The heartbeat of racism is denial,” Mr
Kendi wrote. To object to his Manichean view of race relations, then,
is to out yourself as a bigot.

Solutions are not his strength, either. To counter the great
replacement theory, he says “"We must accurately define racism...
[shut] off the firehose of disinformation [and] learn history.” It may
sound anodyne, but in a liberal democracy, a government should not
be able to “shut off” publications. "We must accurately define” really
means “Everyone must agree with my definition of a deeply
contested term.”

Similarly, his championing of “antiracist” policy sounds laudable at
first. But consider an example: rates of homelessness among black
and Native American families are four times those of white ones. If
achieving equity is the chief goal, then seizing white families” homes
and forcing them to live on the streets until the rate of white
homelessness meets other groups’ is sound “antiracist” policy. That
this would be a recipe for communal resentment does not trouble Mr
Kendi, who argues that “The only remedy for past discrimination is
present discrimination.”

He has also proposed a “"Department of Antiracism comprised of
formally trained experts” that could block any law and punish any
public official deemed racist. He writes that the department’s
purpose would be “to fix the original sin of racism”.


https://www.economist.com/culture/2026/02/03/should-globalists-give-up

That is a telling goal. Mr Kendi is not a serious policy thinker: he is a
religious writer for secular lefties. “How to Be an Antiracist” features
original sin (racism), public repentance (“the heartbeat of antiracism
is confession”) and eternal struggle (“the movement from racist to
antiracist is always ongoing”). This sin must be expiated, not
accepted or compromised with. The world is divided into the
damned, who disagree with him, and the saved, who accept his
proposals in toto.

That suited progressives when they believed Donald Trump was an
aberration, and all they had to do to banish Trumpism was cancel
bad people and drag politics leftward. But that had a limit, as the
election in 2024 showed. Some progressives have come to realise
that they have “annoyed the average American into fascism” as Marc
Maron, a comedian, sardonically put it. The lukewarm reception for
this book is also telling. Google Trends suggests Mr Kendi has
attracted less than one-tenth the attention this year as in 2020.

Compromise and incremental change can be slow and frustrating,
especially when it comes to long-standing injustices such as racial
inequity. But they are the foundations of liberal democracy. =

For more on the latest books, films, Tv shows, albums and
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Economic data

1of2

Gross domestic product Consumer prices Unemployment

% change on year ago % change an year ago: rate

latest quarter* 2026 latest 26" %
United States 20 o4 0.5 21 33 Mar 38 43 Mar
China B0 m 53 4.6 1.0 mar 13 54 Mar*t
Japan 04 o4 13 05 13 Fen 21 26 Feb
Britain 10 o4 0z 10 33 Mar az 48 et
Canada 07 o4 -06 1.2 24 Mar 249 6.7 Mar
Eurg area 12 a4 08 12 28 Mar 22 B2 Feb
Austria 06 o4 01" 03 31 Mar 26 58 Feb
Belgium 09 o4 0.z 10 22 M 28 B4 Feb
France 12 a4 0% 0a 20 Mar 21 T8 Feb
Germany 04 o4 12 0.8 28 Mar 249 40 Feb
Greece 26 04 32 20 34 M 31 B5 Feb
Italy 08 a4 10 0.7 16 Mar 14 8.3 Feb
Metherdands 18 o4 22 1.2 26 Ma 249 40 Mar
Spain 27 o4 33 21 34 Mar 25 98 Feb
Czech Republic 25 o4 29 22 18 M 22 30 oo
Denmark 33 o4 10 18 12 Mar 20 31 Feb
Morway X2 o4 -13 15 36 Mar 29 48  Feb*
Poland 41 04 45 5 30 Mar 3.4 61 Fob®
Russia 10 o4 2B 15 58 Mar 5.7 21 Feb?
Swaden 20 o4 20 23 05 Mar 17 9.7 Mt
Switzerland 07 o4 06 10 03 Mar 06 30 Mar
Turkey 34 o4 15 249 309 wma 301 80  Feb®
Australia 26 o4 32 21 AT Feb ar 43  Mar
Hong Kong 38 o4 a0 32 17 Fen 20 38  Feb*
India 78 04 71 6.5 34 Ma 4.8 B.6  Mar
Indonesia 54 a4 BT B2 35 Mar 33 49 ug
Malaysia 53 m 16 4.8 17 Mar 2.2 29 Fabt
Pakistan a7 2005 na s 7.2 Mu 5.0 69 oomm
Philippines 30 a4 24 a3 41 M 45 58 ot
Singapore 46 o -13 24 18 Mar 23 20 o
South Korea 36 m 6O 21 22 Mar 24 30 Mart
Taiwan 127 o 236 B1 12 Mar 16 33 Feb
Thaitand 25 o4 7.8 16 |01 Mar 25 10 Mart
Argentina 21 o4 25 3.0 326 Mx 316 75 04t
Brazil 18 o4 06 18 41 Mar 45 58 Feb®*
Chile 16 o4 23 12 28 Mar 42 B3 Febt*
Colombia 22 a4 0.5 27 56 Mar 5.5 8.2  Feb®
Mexico 18 o4 35 15 46 Mar a4 27 Feb
Peru 32 o -0.6 25 3B M 4.0 B4 Mart
Egypt 53 o4 iF:3 45 152 M« 135 62 04f
Israel 33 o 33 30 19 M 25 27 Feb
Saudi Arabia 45 2005 na -09 18 Mar 25 35 o
South Africa 08 04 15 16 30" Ma 39 314 e

Seurce: Haver Analytics *% change on previous quarter, annual rate *The Economist Intelligence Unit estimate/forecast Mot seasenally adjusted
*New series **Year ending June **Latest 3 months ¥*3-month moving average Note: Euro-area consumer prices are harmonised
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Economic data
20f2

Current-account Budget Interest rates Currency units

balance balance 10-yr gow't bonds  change on per $ % change

% of GDF, 20267 % of GDF, 2026" latest. % year ago, bp Apr23rd  onyearago
United States -3.5 -BE -11.0 -
China 35 -5.8 15 % -4.0 6.83 7.0
Japan a3 -1.8 24 108 159 -11.2
Britain -3.8 -5l 48 27.0 0.74 14
Canada 0.5 -22 35 30.0 1.37 or
Euro area 24 -33 aon 57.0 0.85 23
Austria 06 -4.3 33 39.0 0.85 23
Belgium -3.0 4.6 35 49.0 0.85 23
France 0.6 -5.3 az 44.0 0.85 23
Germany 41 -38 a0 57.0 0.85 23
Greace 5.1 04 a8 40.0 0.85 23
Italy 12 =30 aa 200 0.85 23
MNetherdands 114 -21 3.1 38.0 0.85 23
Spain 23 =2.6 34 21.0 0.85 23
Czech Republic 0.3 -26 47 61.0 208 25
Denmark 12.4 12 28 54.0 6.38 24
Morway 118 88 44 50.0 9.30 117
Poland -1.3 69 55 34.0 363 36
Russla 25 -2.4 143 -127 75.0 86
Sweden 43 =20 28 410 M a9
Switzerland 19 0.2 04 1.0 0.78 38
Turkey 3.1 -36 304 -134 45.0 -14.9
Australia <16 =16 49 G0.0 1.40 122
Hong Kong 0.7 -34 28 -44.0 7.83 -10
India -13 -4.5 69 60.0 938 =81
Indonesia 0.5 =35 6.5 -40,0 17,220 =21
Malaysia 26 -36 3.6 -12.0 3.95 111
Pakistan -0.8 -4.4 izy -10.0 279 o7
Philippines =40 6.4 6.7 370 60.2 -G.0
Singapore 165 0.8 21 51.0 1.28 31
South Korea 4.7 =30 3.7 108 1479 -3.3
Taiwan 285 0.8 15 -14.0 s as
Thailand 12 -4.7 21 250 32.2 38
Argentina 0.2 0.3 na ma 1379 -20.0
Brazil 26 Erjs | 136 G970 4.99 148
Chile A7 -23 53 -24.0 890 7.0
Colombia 26 6.5 128 108 3569 200
Mexico 0.5 -38 a.0 -58.0 17.3 132
Peru i8 =24 6.0 -G0.0 344 79
Egypt 45 75 244 770 520 -30
Israel 18 -5.2 as 460 300 233
Saudi Arabia 27 -53 na na 375 nil
South Africa =14 -4.2 856 -238 165 131

Source: Haver Analytics ¥%5-year yield ™ Dollar-denominated bonds
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Markets

% change on:

Index one  Dec 315t

In local currency Apr 22nd week 25
United States S&F 500 71378 18 43
United States NAS Comp 246576 2.7 - |
China Shanghai Comp 41063 20 35
China Shenzhan Comp 27890 39 102
Japan Nikkei 225 50,585.9 25 184
Japan Topix 37450 0.7 a9
Britain FTSE 100 10,476.5 0.8 85
Canada S&F TSX 33,9551 0.6 71
Euro area EURD STOXX 50 5906.2 0.6 20
France CAL 40 81564 -1.4 01
Germany [AX* 24,194.9 0.5 -1.2
ltaly FTSE/MIB 47,785.5 08 63
Metherlands AEX 10213 06 74
Spain IBEX 35 18,0064 <10 4.0
Poland WIG 132,735.5 089 132
Russia RTS, 5 terms 1,160.0 I | 4.7
Switzerland SMI 13,067.6 <11 15
Turkey BIST 14,3365 0.6 273
Australia All Ord. 9.074.4 =12 0.6
Hong Kong Hang Seng 26,1632 0.8 24
India BSE T8,516.5 05 78
Indonesia [0 75416 -11 -128
Malaysia KLSE 1,710.4 16 18
Pakistan KSE 171.579.3 18 -14
Singapare STI 50027 -0.4 7.7
South Korea KOSFI 6,417.9 54 523
Talwan TWI 37aves 31 0.8
Thailland SET 1479.7 -1.8 175
Argentina MERV 28986020 0.7 -5.0
Brazil BVSP* 192 8889 -25 197
Mexico IPC 68 8369 =11 7.0
Egypt EGX 30 51,9624 24 242
Isragl TA-125 43279 0.4 181
Saudi Arabia Tadawul 11,2450 -3.0 7.2
South Africa JSEAS 118,068.3 =11 18
‘World, dev'd MSCI 46296 0.4 45
Emerging markets MSCI 16071 i5 144

US corporate bonds, spread over Treasuries

Dec 31st

Basis points latest 2025
Investment grade a2 93
High-yield 393 354

Sources: LSEG Workspace; Moscow Exchange; Standard & Poor's Global Fixed Income
Research “Total return index
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Commodities

The Economist commodity-price index

% change on
2020=100 Apridth  Apr Hst” month year
Dollar Index
All items 1521 152.6 3.6 136
Food 1451 144.9 <01 5.0
Industrials
All 1578 1589 6.5 3.2
Mon-food agriculturals 146.1 147.7 42 14.2
Metals 1609 1618 70 386
Sterling Index
Allitems 1438 1451 26 125
Euro Index
Allitems 1472 148.4 20 109
Gaold
£ per oz 47950 47485 18 38.6
Brent
£ per barrel 95.0 984 -4.9 4559

Sources: CME Group; LME; LSEG Workspace; NOREXECO; MZ Wool Servicas; S&P
Global Commadity Insights; Thompson Lioyd & Ewart; USDA *Provisional

This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.economist.com/economic-and-
financial-indicators/2026/04/23/economic-data-commodities—-and-markets
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« Mark Mobius dared to go where few others
did

Indiana Jones on Wall Street :: The emerging-markets fund manager died on April
15th, aged 89
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Indiana Jones on Wall Street

Mark Mobius dared to go
where few others did

The emerging-markets fund manager died on April 15th, aged 89

4H 23, 2026 03:39 L

FOR A FUND manager’s website, Mark Mobius’s was bizarre. No dollar
signs, or stock-tickers, or serious men at desks. Instead it was a
gallery of globetrotting snaps. There he was at the gateway to a
Japanese temple, or wrapped up warm in Greenland, or strolling
among the cafés of Buenos Aires and the pyramids of Teotihuacan.
Here he was on a terrace in sunny Italy, enjoying a fabulous view
while musing on the world economy. Everywhere (except in
Greenland, where he preferred fur), he shone out in his white
baseball cap and sempiternal tan. Everywhere, too, he wore the



same smile, not of a holidaymaker (he never took holidays), but of a
keen-eyed hunter on the track of treasure.

It could be found in unlikely places. Aimost all other fund managers
in the 1980s and 1990s plumped for dependable companies in rich
nations. They avoided communist or socialist regimes, disorder,
debt-riddenness, corruption, and faraway countries of which they
knew nothing. Sensible enough, to them. But he, a determined
optimist, took the opposite tack. A “bad” country unloved by
investors might still contain enterprising people and companies well
worth investing in. And the moment to go into that market was at
the peak of chaos. Panic, crashes, blood on the streets, all made a
fantastic scenario for him. Revolution was a chance to buy. When
Russia hectically privatised in 1997, he visited 36 companies (oil,
gas, diamond-mining) in three time zones.

The results of this strategy were striking. When he joined Franklin
Templeton in 1987 to head their emerging-markets fund (old, in his
50s, to be starting in that job, though he had run an investment
business for 20 years), he was managing $100m. When he left in
2018 he was managing $40bn scattered over 70 countries. His
returns were not stellar: some stocks out-performed, some under-
performed, in the usual way. Average annualised returns on the fund
were a respectable 13.4%. For every ten picks, he reckoned, there
would be one great success. And almost more important was that he
gradually altered the psychology of investors and fund managers.
Before him, they barely glanced at emerging markets. After him
those markets, including Argentina, Brazil, Poland, Thailand and
Vietnam, were in the mainstream asset class.

People called him Indiana Jones for his venturing, and he liked that.
The world belonged to optimists; pessimists were only spectators.
He took risks, obviously. In the Philippines, during a coup, bullets
zinged around him. In the happy hunting-ground of Argentina’s
wildly volatile stockmarket he, too, might trip up. But almost always
the risks were calculated. Like a sumo wrestler, preparing for hours



to seize a moment, he would not buy one share before he had read
expert analysis on the country and been there himself. (He set up
his first offices in Hong Kong and Singapore, places he already knew
well.) Nor would he invest in any company before he had visited the
factories, talked to the managers and met the workers.

That was what his travelling, 250 days in a year by one reckoning,
was all about. He soaked in the culture as well as the business
climate, confident that entrepreneurs could triumph everywhere if
the legal system let them breathe. In Mexico, after struggling to the
top of the Pyramid of the Sun, he went off to the Kimberly-Clark
nappy-and-wet-wipes factory to check how things were going.
(Well.) After a colleague’s wedding in Romania he called in on a
factory where purified lead was processed into sheets. (Not so good;
too much competition.) In India he envisaged a lively market in
spices, thanks to the mobile phones of farmers and a new
commodities exchange. As a foodie, he had to investigate a fish-ball-
making plant in Thailand. But he also felt obliged, in Vietnam, to
sample (surprisingly nice) scorpions on toast.

Visits like this could avert problems, though not always. In Brazil the
Templeton fund invested in Mesbla, a chain of department stores
that suddenly, in 1997, went bankrupt. He learned it from the
newspapers. Earnings had been growing, the books looked fine. His
fund had dealt with it for years. But the family who owned it had
been taking assets out until it collapsed. After that he insisted on
meeting owners, too.

China was perhaps his greatest frustration. He was one of the first
in. Very slowly access got better, and he discounted the usual
caveats. A trade war with America seemed distant to him, and Xi
Jinping’s iron grip made the country stable. He was hobbled mostly
by capital controls: money put in could not be got out. Yet he had
fun, too, at a humbler level. On bone-jolting rural roads he tested
out bicycles, and in the mountains of Fujian he climbed to watch the
picking and processing of the best Oolong teas.



Full-time nomadism suited him, because he was a multinational sort.
His father was German, his mother Puerto Rican. They barely knew
each other’s languages, but he grew up, on Long Island, speaking
both German and Spanish. At Boston University he saw a chance to
study in Japan: he went, and fell in love with the East. Yet the world
he had imagined for himself was the stage. As a young man he
wanted to be a method actor, getting inside the psychology of a
character. The actor bit made him a great Tv showman, popping up
regularly on CNBC with his blunt views, shaved head and stylish
clothes. The psychology bit led on to persuading investors to take
the plunge.

Obviously he did persuade them, and not just with the prospect of
decent returns. There was a morally worthwhile side to this, which
he had absorbed from Sir John Templeton, the fund’s founder. To
prosper, countries needed a market economy open to foreign
investment. With that, their people would thrive. Equal opportunity
and the rule of law would spread around the world. All it needed was
a keener Western appetite for calculated risk.

He never married, though. Who could possibly calculate the risks of
that? m
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