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Archbishop Desmond Tutu, a
giant of the anti­apartheid
struggle, died, aged 90. Arch­
bishop Tutu’s moral leadership
and his opposition to violence
earned him the Nobel peace
prize in 1984. He later presided
over the Truth and Reconcilia­
tion Commission, a ground­
breaking exercise in restor­
ative justice, and condemned
the corruption of South
Africa’s post­apartheid govern­
ments, especially President
Jacob Zuma’s.

Somalia’s president,
Mohamed Abdullahi Moham­
ed, suspended the powers of
the prime minister, Hussein
Roble, for alleged graft. Mr
Roble said he would remain in
offi�ce and accused the presi­
dent of trying to stage a coup. 

A presidential election in
Libya scheduled for December
24th was postponed, raising
doubts about a un­backed
peace process. Rival factions
could not agree on a legal
framework for the vote or who
should be eligible to run. The
electoral commission pro­
posed a new date of January
24th, but some politicians
want a longer delay.

With covid­19 cases rising, a
government panel in Israel
recommended a fourth dose of
vaccine for people aged 60 and
over, health­care workers and
those with weaker immunity.
Also in Israel, the government
approved a $317m develop­
ment plan that aims to double
the population in the occupied
Golan Heights, which it
captured from Syria in 1967.

Typhoon Rai tore through the
Philippines on December 16th,
killing nearly 400 people,
leaving half a million
displaced and causing $400m
in damage. Torrential down­
pours in Malaysia led to fl�ood­
ing that displaced 70,000
people and left many without
food or clean water. 

India declined to renew a
licence for the Missionaries of
Charity, a Catholic organisa­
tion founded by Mother
Teresa, that allows it to receive

foreign funding. Based in
Kolkata, the charity cares for
orphans, lepers and the poor.
Extremist Hindu groups have
accused it of trying to convert
Hindus. The decision comes
amid a rise in attacks on
Christian groups in India. 

Xi'an, a city of 13m people in
western China, was tightly
locked down in response to a
small outbreak of covid­19.
Residents were told to stay at
home. Movement in and out of
the city without permission
was banned. 

China’s central bank cut one
of its main interest rates for
the fi�rst time since the start of
the pandemic. The cut was
small, but suggests a move
towards a loosening of mone­
tary policy, just as other coun­
tries embark on a course of
tightening. 

The Communist Party chief of
the Chinese region of Xin-
jiang, Chen Quanguo, was
replaced. He had overseen the
creation of a network of
“vocational education centres”
where about 1m Uyghurs have
been detained for “deradical­
isation”. Mr Chen remains a
member of the Politburo.
Meanwhile, Joe Biden signed a
law that bans imports from
Xinjiang, unless the manufac­

turer can prove they were
made without forced labour.

Gabriel Boric, a former student
leader, won Chile’s presi­
dential election on December
19th. Mr Boric will be 36 when
he becomes president in
March, the youngest for two
centuries. Although he moder­
ated his hard­left manifesto
ahead of the vote, uncertainty
remains about how radical Mr
Boric will be when he is sworn
into offi�ce. 

The Turkish lira resumed its
long slide after a sharp recov­
ery. A new scheme announced
by Turkey’s president, Recep
Tayyip Erdogan, insures some
lira deposits against currency
depreciation, at a potentially
vast cost to taxpayers. Markets
are nervous because of very
high infl�ation and Mr Erdo­
gan’s unconventional passion
for low interest rates.

Russia’s supreme court
banned Memorial, the
country’s oldest human­rights
organisation. The group,
launched in the 1980s,
documents the history of
Soviet atrocities and protests
against abuses by today’s
Russian government. The
government said it had created
a “false image” of the Soviet
Union’s “glorious history”.

Democrats in the United States
Senate vowed to press ahead
with Joe Biden’s $1.7trn social-
spending bill despite losing
the support of Joe Manchin, a
centrist Democrat whose vote
is crucial in the evenly split
chamber. The Senate parlia­
mentarian is also raking over
the legislation, creating anoth­
er hurdle for it. 

Harry Reid died, aged 82. Mr
Reid was the Democratic lead­
er of the Senate for most of
Barack Obama’s presidency. He
was best known for steering
Obamacare, an attempt to
make health insurance univer­
sal, through the chamber. He
also midwifed big bills on
bank regulation and stimulus
packages in the wake of the
fi�nancial crash. 

America’s Supreme Court is to
hold a special hearing on
January 7th that will decide the
fate of Mr Biden’s vaccine
mandates on large companies
and health­care workers. 

“Spider-Man: No Way Home”
became the biggest box­offi�ce
hit of 2021. Released in mid­
December, the fi�lm has already
taken more than $1bn in ticket
sales, overtaking “The Battle at
Lake Changjin” and “Hi, Mom”
(both Chinese productions)
and “No Time To Die”. 
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Americans are anxious about the stability of their democra­

cy. Roughly 40% of the politically active say that members of

the other tribe are evil; 60% believe they are a threat to the coun­

try. More than 80% think the system needs “major changes” or

“complete reform”. Jeremiads from pundits about the decay of

political life no longer seem to match the gravity of the threat.

Some scholars have gone so far as to warn of the risk of civil war.

All  this  became  dangerously  real  in  the  attack  by  Trump

supporters on the Capitol a year ago, which injured 140 police of­

fi�cers, in an attempt to prevent the certifi�cation of their champi­

on’s defeat. After a fl�eeting moment of clarity, the majority of Re­

publican  lawmakers  reverted  to  making  excuses  for  Donald

Trump because his lies had rapidly taken hold. Today, fully 70%

of Republican voters still believe that the election was stolen. In

head­to­head polling the former president is one point behind

Mr  Biden,  well  within  the  margin  of  error  and,  thanks  to  the

electoral college, possibly ahead in a theoretical match­up.

Extreme  partisanship  and  the  Republican  refusal  to  accept

the results of the election are indeed a dangerous combination.

Yet easily lost in the daily diet of outrage is a fundamental truth

about two­party politics: Democrats and Republicans need each

other for the system to function. Renewal therefore must fl�ow

through the Republican Party. That will be hard—but not as hard

as the catastrophists say.

The threats to the system are real. The great­

est is that in several key states the administra­

tion of voting has been dragged into the parti­

san  arena.  In  Arizona  some  of  the  candidates

running to replace the Republican incumbent,

Doug Ducey, this year will argue that he ought to

have  somehow  engineered  a  victory  there  for

Mr Trump. In Georgia Republicans have weak­

ened the offi�ce of secretary of state, after Brad Raff�ensperger re­

fused to change the results of the elections in 2020 to suit Mr

Trump.  In  Michigan  and  Pennsylvania  Republican  candidates

who claim that the last presidential election was stolen are run­

ning for positions administering and certifying the next one.

The mid­term elections in November and the general elec­

tion of 2024 will take place under this shadow (see Briefi�ng). Re­

publicans are poised to win control of one or both chambers of

Congress. Mr Trump could legitimately retake the White House

in 2024. The results of any of these races could be disputed by ei­

ther side, especially in the next presidential election, which is

likely to be close. If Democrats win, Republicans could well ex­

ploit the election machinery now infected by partisanship to try

to block them from taking offi�ce. If Republicans win, Democrats

could believe that disputed races have been stolen. Many would

conclude that voter suppression had tipped the balance, and al­

so note how often victors in the popular vote fail to win offi�ce.

The loser’s concession, central to the transfer of power, might be

withheld for a second time. Contempt for electoral  legitimacy

would become a bipartisan, and disastrous, conviction.

The best response would be to protect democracy today by

shoring up the voting system before it is too late. However, al­

though Americans say they want voting reform, diff�erent sides

mean diff�erent things by it. Given that Democrats would like to

make it easier for people to vote and Republicans are concerned

with fraud and how results are verifi�ed, a compromise guaran­

teeing both ought to be possible. An election­security law of this

type should be at the top of the agenda for 2022. And yet the pass­

ing  of  legislation  assumes  the  very  bipartisanship  whose  ab­

sence is at the root of America’s democratic decay.

This is where the future of the Republican Party comes in. Ca­

tastrophists reckon that democracy’s defenders are unequal to

its assailants partly because one of the country’s two great par­

ties is turning into something that is more like Fidesz, the ruling

party  in  Hungary,  than  the  Republican  Party  of  old.  Consider

how far­fetched it would have been to suppose that the adminis­

trations of the Bushes or Ronald Reagan would act as the vehicle

of one man lying about a stolen election.

It is true that the party is dominated by America­First Repub­

licans who set out to deter immigration, limit foreign trade and

end entanglements abroad. Their ascendancy helps explain why

those Republicans who voted to impeach Mr Trump for betray­

ing his oath of offi�ce are now being ejected from the party. 

However, even the Trump­addled incarnation of the Republi­

can Party  is made up of competing factions. Country­club Re­

publicans  like Glenn Youngkin, who won the governorship of

Virginia in November, want to pay less tax and

not be bossed around by Democrats.  Just now

they see Trumpism as the only available vehicle

to further their interests. 

That calculation may well prove to be mis­

taken.  Anyone  who  thinks  they  can  steer  Mr

Trump  seems  to  end  up  discarded  and  dis­

dained by him. However, people who object to

the  attempt  to  undermine  the  election  result,

including Mitch McConnell and Mr Raff�ensperger, are still in of­

fi�ce. Although they refrain from condemning Mr Trump in pub­

lic,  only  in  the  crucible  of  a  crisis  will  you  fi�nd  out  how  they

would choose between having their side in power and the sur­

vival of their democracy. 

Such people matter. Republican renewal, if it comes, will not

be  in  the  form  of  some  Reaganite  renaissance.  Voters  picking

candidates for 2022 will be as many years distant from the Rea­

gan revolution as Reagan was from FDR. And renewal is less like­

ly  from  a  conservative  who  stood  up  to  Mr  Trump  than  from

someone who has enabled him by cowering in his slipstream,

but who shares neither his reality­distorting powers nor his be­

lief that the only legitimate result is the one where he wins.

Crucially,  this  person  will  be  in  charge  of  a  party  that  still

contains  a  large  number  of  decent,  patriotic  voters  who  have

been manipulated by a cynical group of leaders and propagan­

dists into believing that, in saying the election was stolen, they

are defending democracy. To presume that these people can be

permanently treated as dupes would be a mistake.

Renewal is impossible for as long as Mr Trump remains the

Republican Party’s leader. However, that is another way of say­

ing that the direction of the party is tied up with the fate of one

man. And that means it can change. n�

The Republican Party’s Trump infatuation is alarming. It must not lead to fatalism

Walking away
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Men tend to grow stubborn with age, and Recep Tayyip Er­

dogan was hardly pliable to start with. During 19 years in

power in Turkey, fi�rst as prime minister and then as president,

he  has  locked  up  thousands  of  dissidents  and critics: secular

military offi�cers, protesters, Kurdish activists, members of the

Gulen religious movement. He has silenced or purged civil­soci­

ety groups, the independent media and the judiciary. With every

challenge that he survives—the Gezi Park protests of 2013, an at­

tempted  coup  in  2016—his  ego  has  grown.  Sensible advisers

have quit, leaving him surrounded by relatives and yes­men.

A leader as powerful as Mr Erdogan can silence voices he does

not wish to hear. But he cannot wish away the reality they de­

scribe. Since September, he has been trying to

defy the laws of economics, over which he has

no  veto.  As  some  emerging  economies  raised

interest rates to fi�ght infl�ation, Turkey went in

the  other  direction.  Despite  infl�ation  topping

21% in November, its president pressed the cen­

tral bank to cut interest rates by fi�ve percentage

points,  to 14%,  in  keeping  with  his  ludicrous

belief  that  higher  rates  cause  infl�ation  rather

than fi�ght it. In response, Turks switched more deposits out of li­

ra into dollars and euros. That fuelled a currency crisis: the lira

fell from eight to the dollar in August to 18 in late December. 

In the past that might have scared Mr Erdogan straight; not

now. On December 20th he announced a peculiar scheme to lure

depositors back (see Europe section). If Turks tie up their money

in lira deposits for at least three months, the treasury will com­

pensate  them  (in  lira)  for  any  losses  from  further  currency

drops. After this, the lira briefl�y rallied and Mr Erdogan declared

victory. But it was not long before it started to fall again. 

Offi�cials  say  Turks  have  shifted  about  $3bn  into  currency­

protected lira deposits since the announcement. But that is too

little to account for the rally. The main factor was intervention

by Turkey’s central and state­owned banks, which bought about

$7bn­worth of lira over two days. That pace of buying is unsus­

tainable. When it stops, the scheme will have to stand on its own

two feet. Turks may decide to go along with Mr Erdogan’s ploy.

More likely, they will not.

Even if the scheme succeeds in stabilising the lira, it will not

end Turkey’s problems. The infl�ationary momentum from past

depreciation, cheap credit and rises in the minimum wage will

continue to lift Turkish prices. If the currency remains stable,

the rising cost of Turkish goods would not be off�set by a cheaper

lira. That would erode Turkey’s competitiveness, undermine its

trade balance and leave it dangerously reliant

on foreign borrowing to bridge the gap between

its imports and exports.

Should it fail, the consequences could be

still worse. Turkey’s taxpayers will be on the

hook for bailing out its depositors. That could

require painful cuts elsewhere—an exercise in

austerity for the benefi�t of the relatively pros­

perous Turks who have savings. Alternatively, if

the government cannot tolerate that choice, it will have to print

more money. If so, a scheme to compensate people for currency

debasement would end up only debasing it further.

Mr Erdogan dismisses anyone who explains such things as

part  of  an  “interest­rate  lobby”  controlled  by  foreign  powers.

Like all populists, he ascribes setbacks to plots by his enemies.

He is right that the obstacles to his economic fantasies are peo­

ple: his own people, and their eff�orts to cope with his misguided

policies. But perhaps the president is not aware of that. At the

peak of his power in 2014, Mr Erdogan moved into a new 1,100­

room presidential palace. His constituents’ cries of desperation

must be hard to hear from inside its $600m walls. n�

A scheme to save the lira piles on the risks instead

Turkish lira per $
2021, inverted scale
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Erdogan v economics
Turkey’s currency crisis

No business would welcome being compared to Big Tobacco

or gambling. Yet that is what is happening to makers of vid­

eo games. For years parents have casually complained that their

off�spring are “addicted” to their PlayStations and smartphones.

Today, however, ever more doctors are using the term literally. 

On  January  1st  “gaming  disorder”—in  which  games  are

played compulsively, despite causing harm—gains recognition

from the World Health Organisation (who), as the newest edi­

tion of  its diagnostic manual comes into force. A few months

ago China, the world’s biggest gaming market, announced new

rules limiting children to just a single hour of play a day on Fri­

day, Saturday and Sunday, and none the rest of the week. West­

ern politicians worry publicly about some games’ similarity to

gambling. Clinics are sprouting around the world, promising to

cure  patients  of  their  habit  in  the  same  way  they  might  cure

them of an addiction to alcohol or cocaine. 

Are games really addictive? Psychologists are split (see Inter­

national section). The case for the defence is that this is just an­

other moral panic. Killjoys of yore issued similarly dire warn­

ings about television, rock ’n’ roll, jazz, comic books, novels and

even  crossword  puzzles.  As  the  newest  form  of  mass  media,

gaming is merely enduring its own time in the stocks before it

eventually  ceases  to  be  controversial.  Furthermore,  defenders

argue,  the  criteria  used  to  diagnose  gaming  addiction  are  too

loose. Obsessive gaming, they suggest, is as likely to be a symp­

tom (of depression, say) as a disorder in its own right. 

It’s the best way to determine whether video games are addictive

Share the data
Gaming
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The prosecution retorts that, unlike rock bands or novelists,

games developers have both the motive and the means to engin­

eer their products to make them irresistible. The motive arises

from a business­model shift. In the old days games were bought

for a one­off�, upfront cost. These days, many use a “freemium”

model, in which the game is free and money is made from pur­

chases of in­game goods. That ties playtime directly to revenue.

The means is a combination of psychological theory and data

that helps games­makers maximise that playtime. Psychologists

already know quite a lot about the sorts of things that animals,

including humans, fi�nd rewarding (thanks to a long line of ex­

periments, stretching back decades to those conducted on rats

and  pigeons  by  B.F.  Skinner).  Smartphones  and modern con­

soles use their permanent internet connections to funnel game­

play  data  back  to  developers.  That  allows  products to be con­

stantly fi�ne­tuned and tweaked to boost spending. The industry

is even beginning to use the argot of the gambling business. The

biggest spenders are known as “whales”—a term that originated

in casinos.

While  psychologists  argue  the  fi�ner  points  of what exactly

counts as addiction, and whether gaming’s design tricks cross

the line, the industry should recognise that, in the real world, it

has a problem, and that problem is growing. Now that gaming

addiction comes with an offi�cial who code, diagnoses will be­

come more common. Clinics are already reporting booming

business, as lockdowns have given gamers more time to spend

with their hobby. The regulatory climate for tech is getting chill­

ier. And being lumped in the public mind, fairly or not, with

gambling and tobacco will not do the industry any favours.

Self-interest on many levels

It would be wise to get ahead of the discussion. A good place to

start would be with hard data. Many of the studies underpinning

the contention that games are addictive in a medical sense are

woolly: they rely on self­reported symptoms, contested diag­

nostic criteria, skewed samples and so on. Even basic questions

about the amount of time and money spent by users are hard to

answer. The industry has an abundance of data that could help.

But gaming fi�rms mostly keep details of how gamers behave se­

cret, citing commercial sensitivity.

In the long run, that will prove unwise. Gaming fi�rms should

make more of their data hoard available to researchers. If—as

seems likely—worries about addictiveness are overblown, it is

hard to think of a clearer way of showing it. And if not, it is better

for fi�rms to recognise the problem now, and do something about

it voluntarily. The alternative is that regulators will force them

to act. And as China has shown, once a government is seized by a

fi�t of moral panic, it can lash out. n�

Ayear ago, as Boris Johnson prepared to take Britain out of

the  European  Union’s  trading  arrangements after an 11­

month transition, he was on top of the world. The trade and co­

operation agreement he had signed with the eu was, he crowed,

“cakeist”—his term for deals that combine the having and eating

of cake, in this case decent access to the single market and free­

dom to diverge from its rules. But as 2021 ended, little cake was

to  be  had.  A  backbench  rebellion,  a  stunning  by­election loss

and public anger at revelations that the prime minister and his

colleagues partied during lockdowns in 2020 have hit his poll

ratings. The year’s fi�nal blow came on Decem­

ber 18th, when David Frost, his chief eu negotia­

tor, resigned, citing his frustration at the gov­

ernment’s failure to make progress on an ambi­

tious post­Brexit agenda.

Some of Mr Johnson’s diffi�culties are tied to

his personal fl�aws: arrogance, sloppiness and a

belief  that  rules  are  for  little  people.  But  Lord

Frost, for all that his bellicose approach to the

eu made progress harder, was right about his central charge. On

Brexit, which the Conservatives promised would kick­start a na­

tional  renewal,  the  government  is  adrift  (see  Britain  section).

Growth has been sluggish and ejection from the single market

has, as expected, harmed the country’s prospects: government

forecasters put the long­run hit to productivity at around 4%. So

far  the  government  has  failed  to  identify  policies  that  could

come close to making up for that. To regain momentum it must

make tough choices and face up to their consequences. 

The problem is less the type of Brexit that Britain opted for

than a refusal to accept what fl�ows from it. That is clearest in

Northern Ireland. Britain chose to maximise sovereignty and

national control, at the cost of leaving the eu’s trading system.

The eu, mindful of Northern Ireland’s fragile peace, off�ered a

special deal whereby the province remained, in eff�ect, in the sin­

gle market and customs union so as to avoid a destabilising hard

border with the Republic of Ireland. That meant customs checks

in the Irish Sea—an outcome spelt out in the treaty that Britain

chose to sign, but which Lord Frost subsequently declared unac­

ceptable and tried, fruitlessly, to unpick.

A similar failure to make a choice and stick

to it is evident in Britain’s vacillations between

the two options of either escaping the eu’s reg­

ulatory pull or staying in tight orbit around the

single market and its rules. The reason is partly

electoral. Brexit’s most ardent salesmen

dreamed of lighter taxes and looser regula­

tions—of Britain becoming Singapore­on­

Thames. But many voters rather like the eu’s so­

cial­democratic model. Indeed, since leaving the eu, Britain has

in some ways become more European.  It has raised the mini­

mum wage sharply and increased taxes to pay for social care. If

Mr Johnson’s promise to “level up” Britain means anything, it is

European­style industrial policy and grand public works.

A dose of realism is needed. On Northern Ireland, that means

accepting that for the province to be both inside and outside the

eu’s trading arrangements is impossible, and moving on. Britain

and the eu can then work to minimise the downsides, such as

onerous customs checks—and to maximise the upsides by help­

Brexit’s many contradictions are coming to a head

GDP, % change
Q4 2019-Q3 2021 or latest

OECD

European Union

(EU27 from Feb 2020)

Britain

10-1-2

Time to choose
Britain’s future
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ing businesses in one of the United Kingdom’s poorest regions

profi�t from their privileged access to the eu’s giant market.

On when to diverge from Europe, Britain needs to assess the

costs  and  benefi�ts,  and  then  move  decisively.  Often,  that  will

mean concluding that bespoke national regulations, no matter

how objectively better than eu ones, are impractical, pointless

or impossible to sell to voters. eu regulations on data protection

are de facto global standards. In the chemicals industry so much

of British trade is with the eu that many British fi�rms have to fol­

low its rules to the letter. When it comes to food safety and ani­

mal welfare, Britons like the eu’s high standards and will oppose

any relaxation great enough to boost productivity.

In other cases Britain can diverge from the eu in a way that

packs a punch. It would not be hard to craft something better

than the eu’s wasteful and environmentally damaging common

agricultural policy. Competition policy and state­aid rules can

also  off�er  opportunities.  Nimbler  regulation,  tax  policies  and 

visa rules can help London thrive as a global fi�nancial hub. 

Taking the cake

Some  of  the  biggest  boosts  to  growth,  however,  would  come

from policies that were possible within the eu, such as market­

driven reforms to the health service and looser planning rules.

These will be hard to sell in the prosperous Tory shires and work­

ing­class  northern  constituencies  that  voted  Conservative  in

2019  to  “get  Brexit  done”.  Mr  Johnson’s  cake­based  campaign

made no mention of tough choices. But unless his government

starts making some, Brexit’s future will hold little but crumbs. n�

On december 31st 2019 the World Health Organisation was

told about a cluster of what appeared to be pneumonia cases

in  a  Chinese  city  called  Wuhan.  Over  the  next  few  weeks  and

months fi�rst cities, then countries and fi�nally the entire planet

shut down. Humanity has learned a lot about the coronavirus in

the past two years. Masks, social distancing and, most of all, vac­

cines have proved eff�ective in curbing its spread. Yet one lesson

has not sunk in: long­lasting travel restrictions are mostly futile. 

In November, when South Africa announced the discovery of

a fast­spreading new variant, Omicron, many countries’ fi�rst re­

sponse was to slap entry bans or onerous hotel­quarantine re­

quirements on travellers from southern Africa. Some, such as Ja­

pan and Israel, closed their borders to all foreigners. Others that

were in the process of reopening, such as Singapore, South Ko­

rea and Thailand, quickly changed their minds. Obstacles to tra­

vel  were  re­erected  even  within  Europe’s  sup­

posedly borderless Schengen area. 

Rapidly  imposed  travel  restrictions  make

sense in the early stages of an outbreak, when

infections  of  a  variant  are  few  and  test­and­

trace systems are still able to follow the paths of

contagion.  When  imported  cases  account  for

more  than 10%  of  infections,  bans  can  have  a

big impact on the growth of the epidemic. They

can thus buy time to fi�nd out about a new variant, prepare hos­

pitals or roll out vaccinations. 

But travel bans have a habit of sticking around even though,

once a virus or variant is circulating freely in a country, they are

largely pointless. By the time France banned non­essential tra­

vel from Britain on December 16th, hoping to keep out Omicron,

it  was  already  recording  a  daily  average  of  over  50,000  infec­

tions, 10% higher than its peak during the Delta wave earlier in

the  year.  Any  imported  infections  would,  by  that  point,  have

made  little  diff�erence  to  the  burden  of  disease—certainly  not

enough to justify the economic and social disruption caused by

the travel ban. 

One reason travel restrictions tend not to have lasting bene­

fi�ts  is  that  most  of  them  are  leaky.  With  very  few  exceptions,

countries let citizens, residents, their families, essential work­

ers, diplomats, important businesspeople or some combination

of  those  cross  borders.  The  countries  that  impose  successful

long­term travel bans, as Australia and New Zealand did, must

do so at enormous cost not just to their global links but also to

their own citizens. For much of 2021 Australians struggled to get

back into their own country and had to pay exorbitant amounts

for fl�ights and quarantine­hotels to do so. To keep covid­19 out,

such measures must be reinforced by draconian curbs at home,

too. Australians have not been allowed to cross state borders for

most  of  the  past  two  years;  the  city  of  Melbourne  was  locked

down for 262 days in 2021. 

Such  policies  can  save  lives,  and  they  are  less  leaky  on  is­

lands. But few democracies are willing to tolerate them for very

long. Indeed, the only country still pursuing a strict zero­covid

policy is China, which is taking increasingly desperate measures

to  contain  recent  outbreaks  of  the  virus.  In

Xi’an, a city of about 13m where daily infections

have risen from zero to over 100 in December,

authorities  have  imposed  a  ferocious  lock­

down, are repeatedly mass­testing the popula­

tion and have shoved some 30,000 people into

hotel quarantine. Such methods are popular in

China, where people credit their stern rulers for

keeping  them  safe.  But  it  is  far  from  clear

whether China’s zero­covid policy is sustainable, given the high

transmissibility  of  Omicron,  nor  how  China  will  eventually

move beyond it to live with the disease (see China section).

For  the  rest  of  the  world,  the  best  approach  is  for  govern­

ments  to  promote  the  most  cost­eff�ective  policies,  especially

vaccines and boosters, while resisting the urge to ban things just

to create the illusion of decisiveness. Britain and America have

displayed admirable common sense of late. Both countries re­

moved travel restrictions on southern African countries once it

was  clear  that  the  variant  was  circulating  at  home.  America

shortened the window during which a negative covid test must

be obtained before travelling. Britain asked incoming travellers

to take a test within two days of arrival and to self­isolate until

they receive a negative result. Even then, such measures should

aim to be proportionate and minimally disruptive. n�

Travel bans are usually the wrong way to curb Omicron

Keep moving
Covid-19
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PROGRAMME DIRECTOR (D1) - UN System Digital ID Programme

United Nations International Computing Center (UNICC), Geneva

Under the Executive Sponsorship of Under Secretary-General, UN 
DMSPC, the UN High-level Committee on Management has approved a 
transformative UN Digital ID programme to provide its workforce with a 
universal, system-wide identity. Following a successful pilot, UNICC has 
been tasked with moving this solution to production.

UNICC therefore welcomes applications for the role of Programme Director 
(D1). The position aims to provide strategic and operational leadership and 
oversight to the programme, and to ensure successful rollout and adoption 
of the Digital ID solution for all personnel across multiple UN Agencies.

We are looking for candidates who have:

• 15 or more years of progressive leadership and programme 
management experience in a fast-paced, international environment.

• Successful track record as programme manager and/or senior 
management position, preferably in the field of Human Resources or 
Information Technology.

• Experience in managing and delivering in a complex multi-stakeholder 
setting.

How to apply?

Check the vacancy notice and complete your application here: 
https://www.unicc.org/working-with-us/

The closing date for applications is 31st January 2022.

UNICC is committed to achieving workforce diversity in terms of gender, 
nationality and culture. Women, individuals from minority groups, 
indigenous groups and persons with disabilities are therefore strongly 
encouraged to apply.
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FHI 360 is an international nonprofit working to improve the health and 
well-being of people in the United States and around the world. We partner 
with governments, the private sector and civil society to bring about 
positive social change and provide lifesaving health care, quality education 
and opportunities for meaningful economic participation. We do this by 
using research and evidence to design and deliver innovative programs 
that change behaviors, increase access to services and improve lives.

Managing Director, FHI Partners

FHI 360 is seeking a seasoned fundraising professional who has experience

working in a complex international nonprofit organization across multiple lines

of business to serve as the Managing Director of its subsidiary, FHI Partners.

FHI Partners LLC was established to work with corporations and foundations

through a flexible, client-focused business model. FHI Partners connects the

FHI 360 family’s impressive assets, including our technical experts, country

offices and research, with a wider variety of partners, making the value and

effectiveness of FHI 360’s impact more accessible for corporations and

foundations.

The Managing Director will report directly to the CEO and work in close

collaboration with the C-Suite officers, the Director of Business Development

and Diversification, and the technical and geographic business unit leadership.

The person selected for this executive leadership role will leverage FHI 360’s

broad and deep technical expertise to build innovative programs with potential

funders in areas such as: pandemic preparedness, global health security,

and climate change and conflict. The objectives of these programs are to

close equity gaps in critical human development services around the world,

accelerate the introduction of emerging technologies and expand opportunities

for meaningful economic participation and access to health and education

services.

At FHI 360, we envision an environment where our differences are 

celebrated and embraced and where our team, partners and community 

members feel valued and respected. We are committed to building and 

nurturing a diverse, equitable and inclusive workforce and workplace.

The Managing Director will be responsible for building upon the organizational 

vision to strategically identify, build, and cultivate long-term relationships 

through membership and participation with private sector, multinationals, 

foundations, ultra-high net worth individuals (UHNWI), and social enterprises 

to maximize program impact on key human development and equity 

challenges in the US and overseas.

The successful candidate will be a compelling connector and communicator 

with leaders in business, government, and the funding, civic and nonprofit 

communities.

We invite you to submit your resume and cover letter to: leadershipsearch@

fhi360.org.

FHI 360 is committed to creating a vibrant and inclusive work culture that is 

equitable for employees of all backgrounds, cultures and levels.

www.fhi360.org  www.fhipartners.org
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Antitrust in perspective
“In tech we don’t trust”
(November 27th) spoke of Joe
Biden’s “reinvigoration of
antitrust” and quoted Barry
Lynn saying that the president
“grew up under anti­monopoly
enforcement regimes that
were extremely aggressive”.
Antitrust policy in the United
States never fi�tted Mr Lynn’s
description. Advocates of
reform assume the decades
immediately following the
second world war constituted
antitrust’s golden era. How­
ever, Richard Hofstadter was
already describing antitrust in
a well­known essay from 1964
as a “faded passion”. 

In 1966 Art Buchwald, a
newspaper humourist, fore­
cast that in 1978 America’s two
remaining corporations would
merge, and that if the resulting
corporation sought to buy the
United States the Justice
Department would “naturally
study this merger to see if it
violates our strong antitrust
laws”. So, if Mr Biden really
does “go big on big tech” in the
manner you describe, his
actions would be more novel
than you suggest. 
brian cheffi�ns

Professor of corporate law
University of Cambridge

The potential of European tech
startups is huge, especially if
they play to Europe’s strengths
and demonstrate to sceptics
that they can be category lead­
ers (“Renaissance”, November
27th). This is especially true in
disruptive technologies, like
smart mobility, smart manu­
facturing, digital health and
especially energy transition. 

That said, the weight of the
success of Europe’s entrepre­
neurial renaissance shouldn’t
rest solely on the shoulders of
the startups themselves. Gov­
ernments, regulators and
companies need to play their
part in creating the right envi­
ronment to nurture and invest
in innovation. If not, the fi�zzy
potential of the current startup
market will quickly fall fl�at.
jean­marc ollagnier

Chief executive
Europe, Accenture
Paris

Flocking to Beijing
There is growing public in­
terest in birds and biodiversity
in Beijing (“Shout it from the
rooftops”, November 27th). The
Chinese capital is situated on
the East Asian­Australasian
Flyway, a superhighway for
migratory birds fl�ying from
breeding grounds in Siberia to
non­breeding grounds in
China, South­East Asia,
Australasia and Africa. Beijing
is a service station on this
highway and thus has a re­
sponsibility to provide a vari­
ety of habitats to support this
epic twice­yearly migration.

Most smaller species
migrate at night, unseen as the
city’s residents sleep. The
project to record nocturnal
bird calls from the roof of the
Asian Infrastructure Invest­
ment Bank is designed to gain
an insight into the volume,
species diversity and timing of
this invisible migration, pro­
viding useful data for the
management of Beijing’s green
spaces. Manicured parks may
appeal to a traditional aesthet­
ic, but they are of little value to
birds and other wildlife.

To ensure Beijing plays its
role in ensuring safe passage
for migratory birds, more
varied fl�ora is needed,
including a variety of native or
near­native habitats. This
means not only forest but also
grassland and scrub. With
enlightened land management
policies Beijing could become
a capital of biodiversity.
hua fangyuan

Assistant professor of
conservation ecology
Peking University
terry townshend

Wildlife conservationist
Beijing

Dodgy dealers
My only quibble with Bartle­
by’s excellent musings on the
lessons from Theranos
(December 11th) is whether the
syndrome of the charismatic
leader that sells empty prom­
ises is a phenomenon of the
Silicon Valley community.
Albert Dunlap, Bernard Ebbers
and Jeff�rey Skilling are all
relatively recent examples of

charismatic charlatans who
bamboozled the investment
community. To paraphrase
Mike in David Mamet’s “House
of Games”, a confi�dence trick is
a fair exchange: you give me
your money, and I give you my
confi�dence.
jonathan catherwood

Middleburg, Virginia

Brussels does good
Charlemagne’s column “On
bullshit: Brussels edition”
(December 4th) was a snide
and distorted caricature of
Brussels. Yes, there is a lot of
bureaucracy, although the
establishment serving nearly
450m people is about as large
as the local authority serving
Birmingham. Yes, it often does
take many hours to reach
consensus among 27 indepen­
dent member states, although
agreement is no doubt a bit
easier now that those tradi­
tional troublemakers, the
British, have left. 

It is easy to laugh at the
Global Gateway initiative
without analysis. So what if
some of it relates to existing
commitments? And what is
wrong with a “Team Europe
approach”? There was no
mention of the billions of
euros poured each year by the
European Investment Bank
into infrastructure and a wide
range of other projects both
within the eu and, to a lesser
extent, in developing coun­
tries. No mention either of the
remarkable solidity and coher­
ence throughout the eu in the
protracted Brexit negotiations
with Britain. No mention of
the massive €750m ($850m)
grant­and­loan recovery pro­
gramme to counter the eff�ects
of the pandemic. This, also,
was agreed to only after hours
and hours of tedious negotia­
tion, but it commanded the
crucial assent of Germany to a
signifi�cant element of mutu­
alised debt, a concession
which there is a good prospect
of the new German govern­
ment maintaining. 

No mention of the fact that
although the commission was
slow off� the blocks in estab­
lishing an eu­wide vaccination
scheme that was fair to all

member states, the eu has now
largely caught up with Britain.
And fi�nally, no mention that,
even in the case of Poland and
Hungary, no member state
shows any sign of wishing to
follow Britain and exit the eu.
sir brian unwin

President of the European
Investment Bank, 1993­2000
Dorking, Surrey

Historical revisionism
I thank Bello (December 4th)
for raising the issue of the
mestizo (mixed race) culture in
the Spanish­speaking world.
Mestizaje (mixing) has prob­
ably been the most important
factor in nation­building for
Latin American countries and
the notion that binds us all
together. Yet the woke battle­
fi�elds have reached our region,
with the usual tactics of
manipulation and denial. As a
recent example, the govern­
ment of Mexico City has decid­
ed to remove a statue of
Columbus from the main
avenue, replacing it with one
of an indigenous woman.
Children’s history books pre­
sent the pre­Columbian civili­
sations as noble savages who
lived peacefully until the
arrival of the Conquistadors. 

It is undeniable that racism
and classism prevail in Latin
America, but the woke left's
sectarian vision only adds fuel
to a fi�re that needs to be con­
trolled with a conciliatory yet
critical vision of our past.
aurelio ortiz camacho

La Paz, Mexico

Some random humour
Regarding the article on ran­
domness (“Flipping heck!“,
December 4th), it should be
noted that according to Robert
Coveyou, the generation of
random numbers is too impor­
tant to be left to chance.
bill stone

Santa Rosa, California

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

Email: letters@economist.com
More letters are available at:
Economist.com/letters
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Dick cheney, Wyoming’s sole member
of the House of Representatives during

Ronald Reagan’s presidency, was rarely in­
convenienced  by  its  voters.  In  his  mem­
oirs, the former vice­president described a
typical campaign interaction in the deeply
conservative  state.  “An  old  cowboy  at  the
bar looked me over and asked, ‘Son, are you
a Democrat?’ I said, ‘No sir.’ ‘Are you a law­
yer?’  he  asked.  I  said  nope,  and  he  said,
‘Then I’ll vote for you!’”

When Mr Cheney’s daughter and politi­
cal  mini­me,  Liz  Cheney,  decided  to  con­
test  her  father’s  old  seat  in  2016  she  had

even less trouble. She won over 60% of the
vote, despite having a law degree. But Wyo­
ming  conservatives  have  lately  adopted  a
new political standard—Do you agree with
Donald  Trump  that  the  general  election
was stolen?—which she has fl�unked.

A vocal critic of the former president’s
Big Lie from the start, she was one of ten
Republican House members who voted to
impeach him over the attack on the Capitol
it  inspired.  “Republicans  must  decide
whether we are going to choose truth and
fi�delity  to  the  Constitution…[or]  abandon
the rule of law,” she wrote after he was ex­

onerated  by  Republican  senators.  Even
after  she  received  death  threats  and  was
demoted  from  the  party  leadership,  she
held fi�rm. 

It was an unprecedented stance. Some
senior Republicans, such as Mitt Romney,
a senator from Utah, have selectively criti­
cised Mr Trump. Others, such as Jeff� Flake,
a  former  senator  from  Arizona,  have  quit
politics because of him. Ms Cheney was the
fi�rst to plant her fl�ag and invite other con­
servatives to rally to it. After Mr Trump en­
dorsed a primary challenge to her by Harri­
et  Hageman,  another  lawyer,  Ms  Cheney
tweeted: “Bring it”.

Not won, not done
Wyoming’s  Republican  primary  is  more
than  seven  months  away.  But  already  it
looks as if the Cheney dynasty is over. “I’ve
never  seen  a  politician  hated  in  her  own
state as much as she is,” says a veteran Re­
publican  strategist.  Ms  Cheney  has  been
expelled  from  the  state  Republican  Party
and hardly appeared in public in months.
The biggest cheers at Wyoming’s State Fair
Parade  last  August—a  great  family  occa­
sion over which a Cheney has often presid­
ed—were for a hot­rodded car with “Fuck
Liz  Cheney”  daubed  on  the  windscreen.
Backed by a team of Trump operatives, Ms
Hageman  is  touring  the  state  to  crowds
chanting: “Trump won, Liz Cheney done!”
The only way she may be able to avoid that
fate  is  if  Wyoming’s  beleaguered  Demo­
crats turn out in the Republican primary to
save her.

Immediately  after  the  insurrection  of
January 6th 2021, during which a Trumpist
mob occupied the Capitol for four hours, it
was briefl�y possible to imagine Mr Trump’s
party ditching him. Even Kevin McCarthy,
the invertebrate Republican House leader,
acknowledged  Mr  Trump’s  “responsibil­
ity” for violence that claimed fi�ve lives on
the day, would claim another four in police
suicides and saw a Confederate fl�ag parad­
ed  through  the  Capitol.  But  Mr  McCarthy
turned tail barely a week later, with most
elected  Republicans  in  hot  pursuit.  Mr
Trump’s lock on the party now appears as
strong as ever, and not despite his Big Lie
but because of it. 

The  fi�ction  that  Democrats  stole  the
election has become the main instrument
of his grip. Over 70% of Republican voters
believe  it—a  number  that  has  hardly
changed since the election, despite no sup­
porting evidence having emerged from the
many Republican­funded vote audits and
legal challenges. Like enraptured millenar­
ians  checking  their  watches  as  they  scan
the night sky, over a quarter of Republicans
were convinced Mr Trump would be rein­
stated by the end of 2021. 

Most  of  their  elected  representatives
know  all  this  to  be  as  nonsensical  as  the

WASHINGTON, DC

The Republican Party remains in hock to Donald Trump, in denial about his
abuses and well-placed to regain power

In his image
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idea  that  covid­19  vaccines  are  socialist
mind­control, or the QAnon fantasies that
socialist  paedophiles  run  Washington,
which  the  millenarians  also  believe.
“There weren’t thousands upon thousands
of under­age voters and dead people who
voted,”  says  Brad  Raff�ensperger,  the  Re­
publican secretary of state of Georgia, who
was asked by Mr Trump to falsify the state’s
election results. “That stuff� was just spun
up out of whole cloth.” 

Yet few Republican politicians dare ac­
knowledge  this  reality.  Mr  Raff�ensperger
and  his  family  have  received  many  death
threats, as have the other nine House Re­
publicans  who  voted  with  Ms  Cheney  to
impeach Mr Trump. At least two, Anthony
Gonzalez and Adam Kinzinger, are leaving
Congress (“Two down, eight to go!” the for­
mer  president  responded).  The  rest  face
Trump­backed  primary  challengers,  as
does  Lisa  Murkowski  of  Alaska,  the  only
one of the seven Republican senators who
voted to convict him who is running for re­
election this year.

Arm-twisting and culture-warring
A year after the insurrection, three things
can  be  said  about  the  Republicans  with
confi�dence.  First,  though  Mr  Trump  has
not  said  whether  he  intends  to  run  for
president again in 2024, it looks fairly like­
ly that he will and even likelier that the par­
ty  will  nominate  him  if  he  does.  Second,
even in the absence of a new Trump candi­
dacy, the party will not revert to anything
like  its  pre­Trump  state.  Grievance  and
conspiracy­theorising have seized the Re­
publican  base  to  an  extent  that  no  main­
stream conservative—a phrase that still de­
scribes most of the party’s leadership—ap­
pears able to confront. Third, the party re­
tains  the  support  of  roughly  half  the
electorate. Given Mr Biden’s unpopularity
and the narrowness of the Democratic ma­
jorities,  that  should  be  suffi�cient  for  the
Republicans to win back at least one con­
gressional  chamber  in  November,  and
maybe  both.  With  or  without  him  at  the
helm the party will remain both extremist
and highly competitive. 

It  is by no means clear that Mr Trump
will  run.  The  Trump  Organisation,  his
main  business  vehicle,  is  under  criminal
investigation.  He  will  be  78  in  November
2024. Some indications that Mr Trump will
run—his  relentless  fundraising,  rallies  in
Iowa  and  Ohio  and  teasing  statements—
should be treated sceptically. Having raked
in  well  over  $100m  from  this  routine  he
will keep it up no matter what. 

But  other  indicators  are  more  persua­
sive. He has arm­twisted potential rivals to
get  them  to  say  they  would  not  stand
against him. Nikki Haley, a former gover­
nor of South Carolina, and Tim Scott, a sen­
ator  from  South  Carolina,  have  done  so
publicly. Governor Ron DeSantis of Florida

is said to have given that assurance in priv­
ate. Under Bill Stepien, his effi�cient cam­
paign manager, Mr Trump has also kept
much of his political team on the books.

Most important—given that he clearly
wants to regain the presidency—polls and
betting markets suggest there is a strong
chance he could do so.

History would be against such success.
The last president to win a second term
four years after losing at the end of his fi�rst
was Grover Cleveland, 130 years ago. But
given that most Republicans consider Mr
Trump to be undefeated, history might not
apply. Around half of Republican voters
say they would renominate him tomorrow.
And if that suggests he could be vulnerable
to a strong challenge on behalf of the other
half, it makes him so formidable that such
a challenge might not arise.

“History is made by intense, compact
minorities,” wrote the columnist George
Will. The Republicans’ gun­rights and fos­
sil­fuel lobbies have long illustrated that
truth on discrete issues. Mr Trump’s suc­
cess in subordinating the party to its most
radical faction works the same way. Backed
by Fox News and other conservative out­
lets, the Trumpists are more organised and
aggressive than the many Republicans
who have misgivings about him. And most
of those Trump­sceptical conservatives
will vote for him against a Democrat any­
way. That is how he won 74m votes in
2020—11m more than he won in 2016—de­
spite his deranged handling of covid­19.

Even the minority of Republicans who
accept that he lost therefore do not appear
to consider Trumpism a losing strategy.
And given the party’s demographic advan­
tage in the ageing, heavily white Mid­
west—where general elections tend to be
lost and won—they might be right. Recent
surveys of fi�ve key states by Mr Trump’s re­
spected pollster, Tony Fabrizio, put him
ahead of Mr Biden everywhere. Mr Trump
leads the president in Michigan by 12
points and Wisconsin by ten. Such fi�gures
suggest Mr DeSantis, who at 43 has time on
his side, might want to sit this one out.

In fact, he and most other ambitious
Republicans do not appear to be trying to
present an alternative to Mr Trump so
much as emulate him. Mr DeSantis is a
well­educated (Harvard and Yale) policy
wonk who once made an interesting push
on the environment. Yet he is popular with
Republicans because of his livid attacks on
the media, mask­wearing, vaccine man­
dates and Anthony Fauci. The country’s
most prominent infectious­disease expert
is indeed such a hate fi�gure on the right
that in November a Fox News commenta­
tor compared him to Josef Mengele. Sena­
tors Tom Cotton, Ted Cruz and Rand Paul,
three other presidential hopefuls, have de­
manded he face prosecution. A senior Re­
publican describes such grandstanding as
the phoniest of phoney primaries: a scrim­
mage for Mr Trump’s approval in the hope
of securing his endorsement if the former
president decides not to run.

Mr Trump’s infl�uence can also be seen
in the only signifi�cant policy debate within
the party: that between a minority which
embraces in­work benefi�ts, industrial
policy and other forms of state activism
and the Reaganite majority. The so­called
“national conservatism” of the activist
group, led by Senators Marco Rubio and
Josh Hawley, is an intellectual develop­
ment of Mr Trump’s populism; it is at the
same time interesting in theory and very
probably irrelevant. Mr Trump showed no
interest in economic populism in offi�ce
beyond his protectionism. He understood
that his supporters wanted invective
against Democrats and immigrants, not
Medicaid expansions from which Demo­
crats and immigrants might benefi�t.

That leaves the national conservatives
with no obvious constituency—apart from
the Democrats, who support much of what
they advocate. Yet Mr Rubio and the rest
are outlandish partisans. The senator from
Florida, an advocate of paid family­leave
and increased infrastructure investment,
denounced Mr Biden’s spending plans,
which include paid family­leave and infra­
structure investment, as defi�cit­busting
“Marxism”. Performative defi�cit­worry­
ing—which Republicans have for decades
forgotten in government and remembered
in opposition—is a familiar source of party
unity and bar to fresh thinking.

Better indications of the party’s direc­
tion include the new blood it is attracting,
the campaigns Republicans are running
and the priorities of Republican state legis­
latures up and down the country.

The fi�rst is not quite a one­way street.
Governor­elect Glenn Youngkin’s victory
in Virginia last November provided a big fi�­
lip to mainstream conservatives. A suc­
cessful fi�nancier with a wholesome family,
he is as reassuringly country­club as they
come. His admirers therefore hope his
campaign method could be a template for

Insurrection? What insurrection?

Donald Trump, favourability among 
Republican voters, %

Source: YouGov/The Economist
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navigating the Trumpist tide. Mr Youngkin
provided just enough phoney populism to
get  through  his  primary  (he  called  “elec­
tion  integrity”  the  “most  important  is­
sue”).  He  then  kept  Mr  Trump  at  arm’s
length, served up small­government rhet­
oric  and  culture­warring  against  woke
teaching and sailed to victory in a state that
Mr Biden had won by ten points.

“It’s what I call a Trump­tolerant path,”
says  Senator  Pat  Toomey  of  Pennsylvania
approvingly.  “You  don’t  pick  a  fi�ght  with
him,  but  you’re  not  sycophantic  towards
him.”  There  is  little  doubt  Mr  Youngkin’s
approach could be hugely successful else­
where. It would speak to moderates in both
parties in a way that Mr Biden, a weak lead­
er  beset  by  multiple  crises,  has  failed  to.
Yet the Virginian looks like an outlier. He
got  through  his  primary  because  he  was
too unknown to attract much populist de­
rision,  rich  enough  to  pay  his  own  way
and,  most  important,  because  Mr  Trump,
fearing  that  the  race  was  unwinnable,
largely ignored it.

Senator Toomey himself, meanwhile, is
quitting  politics,  as  are  other  prominent
non­Trumpists,  including  Senators  Rich­
ard Burr and Rob Portman, of North Caroli­
na  and  Ohio  respectively,  and  Governor
Charlie Baker of Massachusetts. The prim­
ary candidates vying to succeed them in of­
fi�ce help illustrate why. The Republican fa­
vourite  to  succeed  Mr  Portman  in  Ohio,
Josh Mandel, compares vaccine mandates
to  Nazism;  his  closest  challenger,  J.D.
Vance,  praises  the  “good  decisions”  and
“manly virtue” of Kyle Rittenhouse, a teen­
age  vigilante  who  shot  dead  two  people
and wounded a third at a Black Lives Matter
protest in Wisconsin.

The Trumpist contingent in the House
is wilder. It includes Paul Gosar of Arizona,
a speaker at white­supremacist gatherings.
In November he tweeted an animated de­
piction  of  himself  killing  a  Democratic
congresswoman,  Alexandria  Ocasio­Cor­

tez, a charismatic  left­winger with whom
Trumpists  are  obsessed.  The  House  has
had plenty of right­wing maniacs before—
including in the Tea Party infl�ux of 2010. In
the past, though, Republican leaders tried
to control them. Mr McCarthy is resolutely
pro­maniac. Ms Cheney and Mr Kinzinger
were  the  only  House  Republicans  to  sup­
port  a  Democratic  motion  to  censure  Mr
Gosar for inciting violence against Ms Oca­
sio­Cortez. They are also the only two serv­
ing on a House inquiry into the insurrec­
tion,  with  which  Mr  McCarthy  refuses  to
co­operate.

Restoration tragedies
Most worrying for those who fear the par­
ty’s anti­democratic drift is the way it is be­
ing driven by Republicans in state legisla­
tures—bodies which have huge power over
general  elections.  Republican  lawmakers
were responsible for vote audits in Arizo­
na,  Wisconsin  and  Pennsylvania.  They
have passed dozens of laws to make voting
harder and, in at least 16 states, have arro­
gated to themselves power previously vest­
ed in non­partisan election authorities. Mr
Raff�ensperger  might  be  unable  to  reprise
his role as the thumb in the dyke of Amer­
ican democracy, because he no longer con­
trols the state’s election board. The Repub­
lican  legislature  does—a  change  which
was clearly made as a reprisal for Mr Raf­
fensperger’s opposition to Mr Trump.

Anyone  hoping  the  party  would  “snap
back” to its pre­Trump state will be disap­
pointed.  They  might  also  be  misremem­
bering what  that state was. The party has
been  shifting  towards  aggrieved  extrem­
ism at least since Barack Obama’s fi�rst elec­
tion. In 2012 the political scientists Thom­
as  Mann  and  Norm  Ornstein  wrote:  “The
Republican Party has become an insurgent
outlier—ideologically  extreme;  contemp­
tuous of the inherited social and economic
regime;  scornful  of  compromise;  unper­
suaded by conventional understanding of

facts,  evidence  and  science;  and  dismis­
sive of the legitimacy of its political oppo­
sition.”  Mr  Trump  was  not  the  instigator,
but  rather  a  benefi�ciary  and  powerful  ac­
celerant of that long­standing drift. 

The  Democrats  have  also  grown  more
hardline,  and  for  some  of  the  same  rea­
sons.  Discontent  with  globalisation  and
inequality have boosted populism of both
stripes. America’s primary system and the
rise  of  non­competitive  districts  have  re­
duced the rewards of moderation. Yet the
Democrats’ shift is so much more modest
as to be almost incomparable—a situation
Messrs Mann and Ornstein termed “asym­
metric  polarisation”.  The  centre­left  still
runs their party, the left supports most of
the  centre­left’s  objectives  (even  if  be­
grudgingly) and Democrats are not threat­
ening democratic norms.

The Republicans’ far greater extremism
refl�ects  their  diff�erent  coalition  and  phi­
losophy. The Democrats are a multi­ethnic
alliance of interest groups, whose diversity
and  commitment  to  policy  goals  foster
pragmatism.  The  Republicans  are  much
more  racially  homogenous  and  ideologi­
cal. This makes them more unifi�ed and re­
actionary.  Traditional  conservatives  fear
progressive policies, while Trumpian pop­
ulists fear immigrants—yet both see them­
selves struggling to hold back a liberal tide.

While Democrats see politics as an op­
portunity  to  implement  policies,  notes
Matt  Grossman,  a  political  scientist,  Re­
publicans therefore see it as an existential
battle  between  right  and  left.  Notwith­
standing his appalling treatment, Mr Raf­
fensperger has no qualms about remaining
a Republican: “I’m a conservative and so I
will  always  be  in  the  conservative  party.”
This  is  why  so  few  Republicans  consider
Mr Trump’s unfi�tness to be a deal­breaker.
He may be a bastard, but he is theirs.

That  also  explains  why  the  party  is  so
good  at  opposition  politics.  In  govern­
ment,  its  uninterest  in  policy  is  exposed:
given  an  opportunity  to  “repeal  and  re­
place” Obamacare when, after Mr Trump’s
election,  they  controlled  the  presidency
and both houses of Congress, Republicans
turned  out  not  even  to  understand  the
health­care  policy.  Angry  opposition  is
their natural state—and their current one.
While  the  Democrats  are  consumed  by
their  legislative  agenda,  the  Republicans
are halfway to defi�ning Mr Biden as a hap­
less Bolshevik ahead of the mid­terms.

Every  fundamental—including  the
pandemic  and  economy,  as  well  as  the
thermostatic nature of American politics—
suggests  that  those  elections  will  go  well
for  them.  How  well,  may  determine
whether  Mr  Trump  runs  for  president
again. A poor performance by the no­name
outsiders he has backed in many primary
races might give him pause. But if he runs,
assuredly, he could win. n�
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Brexit

Happy now?

On december 24th 2020 Boris Johnson
hailed a trade and co­operation agree­

ment (tca) with the European Union. Elev­
en  months  had  passed  since  Britain  for­
mally left the European Union, and just a
week remained before it would be ejected
from  the  customs  union  and  single  mar­
ket. The prime minister painted the deal in
glowing terms. There would be no tariff� or
non­tariff�  trade  barriers  between  Britain
and  the  bloc.  Britain  could  set  standards
for the benefi�t of its own businesses, rather
than abiding by compromises bashed out
between  the  eu’s  members.  Exporters
might even do more business than previ­
ously with their European neighbours, Mr
Johnson  gushed,  adding  that  European
countries should be pleased to have a “con­
tented” Britain on their doorstep.

Was he right? The pandemic has mud­
died  trade  and  demographic  data:  lock­
downs  aff�ected  the  movement  of  both
goods  and  people.  And  in  Northern  Ire­
land, which in eff�ect remained in the sin­
gle  market  and  customs  union  to  avoid  a

hard border on the island of Ireland, politi­
cians are arguing over whether to rewrite
the deal with the eu or tear it up entirely.
But  it  is  possible  to  off�er  a  preliminary
judgment on how Brexit is panning out. 

In some ways, as badly as critics expect­
ed. Promises of more trade and of regula­
tions fi�ne­tuned to suit British companies
never seemed realistic, given the friction­
free nature of the single market and its reg­
ulatory  dominance  worldwide.  And  in­
deed,  the  evidence  suggests  both  were
oversold. The Offi�ce for Budget Responsi­
bility,  a  government  watchdog,  expects
Brexit  to  sap  Britain’s  productivity  by
around 4% in the long run. But dire predic­

tions  of  goods  shortages  and  a  hollowed­
out City of London did not come to pass.
And in a surprising twist, a new consensus
is emerging over one of the most conten­
tious aspects of Brexit: immigration policy.
Even though most Britons still characterise
themselves as Remainers or Leavers, some
of the heat has gone out of the argument.

The economic hit is clearest in trade in
goods with the bloc, which is now subject
to a host of new conditions. These include
sanitary checks, import and export decla­
rations, and rules of origin, which set out
when  products  are  eligible  for  tariff�­free
entry. According to John Springford of the
Centre for European Reform, a think­tank,
Britain’s  total  combined  imports  and  ex­
ports  have  been  depressed  by 11­16%  rela­
tive to its peers since the beginning of 2021
(see  chart  1  on  next  page).  Imports  have
been  hit  hardest—surprisingly,  because
Britain  postponed  customs  checks  until
January 2022, whereas the eu did not.

One reason may be that eu exporters are
more willing to forgo the hassle of sending
goods to Britain’s much smaller market (al­
though a survey by the British Federation
of  Small  Businesses,  an  industry  group,
found  that  17%  of  exporting  businesses
had  stopped  exporting  to  the  eu,  at  least
temporarily). The British government has
also  spent  heavily  on  helping  exporters
navigate the diffi�culties that Brexit created.
Since 2018, £84m ($113m) has gone on sup­
porting  customs  agents  who  help  clients

How a year outside the eu’s legal and trading arrangements has changed
Britain—and Britons

→ Also in this section
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handle paperwork—and deal with their eu

counterparts. One is Garth Young of Well­
mark Customs and Logistics, who reports
that the Germans are offi�cious, the Dutch
fi�nicky and the French hard to get hold of.
Sometimes customers complain that they
did not vote for  this hassle. He responds:
“This is what sovereign borders look like.”

It all means higher costs for businesses.
During the fi�rst 11 months of 2021, customs
payments  came  to  £3.9bn,  25%  more  in
cash terms than during the same period in
2019. Logjams have aff�ected trade with the
rest  of  the  world.  According  to  Freightos,
an  online  shipping  marketplace,  early  in
2021 the cost of sending a container from
Shanghai  to  Felixstowe  or  Southampton
overtook that of sending one from Asia to
northern Europe. 

Freight is also becoming less effi�cient.
The  share  of  heavy­goods  vehicles  travel­
ling empty from mainland Britain to the eu

was  around  ten  percentage  points  higher
in 2021 than in 2018, according to the Na­
tional  Audit  Offi�ce,  an  offi�cial  watchdog.
The  government  was  spared  the  embar­
rassment of long lorry queues at the begin­
ning  of  2021  only  because  businesses
stockpiled,  and  because  of  a  temporary
“pre­check”  scheme  ensuring  that  lorry
drivers  had  the  right  paperwork  before
they could reach the British border. 

Put asunder
Anecdotes  abound  of  British  companies
shifting  operations  to  the  eu rather  than
continuing  to  supply  the  continent  from
Britain. Tim Doggett of the Chemical Busi­
ness Association, a trade body, reports that
some members have taken their business­
es into Europe or set up European entities. 

In  its  half­yearly  results  jd Sports,  a
clothing  retailer,  outlined  how  it  had  re­
duced  exposure  to  the  consequences  of
Brexit by using a new warehouse in Belgi­
um,  and  said  it  would  expand  operations
in  France  and  the  Netherlands.  Marks  &
Spencer  announced  a  step­up  in  local
sourcing  in  the  Irish  Republic  and  a  re­
structuring  of  operations  in  continental
Europe to off�set new border costs. Surveys
suggest that at least 8% of British manufac­
turing  businesses,  and 12%  in  the  whole­
sale and retail trade, had altered their sup­
ply chains because of Britain’s new trading
arrangements. Of the latter group, around
half said their costs had risen. 

All  that  is  bad  enough,  but  services,
which were almost entirely excluded from
the tca, have probably suff�ered more. The
uk Trade Policy Observatory, a think­tank,
estimates that during the fi�rst half of 2021
the  deal  depressed  services  imports  into
Britain  and  exports  to  the  eu by  37%  and
11.5% respectively. For the period from Jan­
uary  to  July,  it  calculates  that  goods  im­
ports from the eu were depressed by 29%,
and exports to the eu by 6%.

A side arrangement allows data to fl�ow
freely between Britain and the eu, but the
eu could scrap it at any time. British quali­
fi�cations in fi�elds such as architecture, ac­
countancy and auditing are no longer re­
cognised in the eu. New immigration rules
have also caused problems. British busi­
nesspeople who used to be able to travel
and work in other eu states according to a
single, permissive set of rules must now
handle 27 less generous regimes.

For fi�nancial services Brexit was an al­
most complete rupture: they were uncere­
moniously excluded from the tca. Even
“equivalence”, a declaration by the eu that
a regulatory regime is suffi�ciently similar
to its own for products to be granted mar­
ket access, has been largely denied—and
would, in any case, have been a poor basis
for business planning, since it can be uni­
laterally withdrawn with 30 days’ notice.
The sole exception is clearing, which Brit­
ish fi�rms can carry out for eu clients until
June 2022 (this deadline is likely to be ex­
tended). A similar exemption for settle­
ment services expired in June 2021.

The immediate turmoil was limited,
since fi�nancial institutions started to plan
for the worst straight after the referendum.
One banker describes how his fi�rm as­
sumed from June 2016 that Brexit would be
diamond­hard, and started beefi�ng up its
continental operations. Its European enti­
ties applied for new licences that would al­
low them to continue off�ering services
across the eu, based on supervision by a
non­British regulator.

One result is that the City of London,
once a crucial element of Europe’s fi�nan­
cial plumbing, is increasingly being by­
passed. In mid­2020 over 40% of euro
swaps, a commonly used derivative, were
traded in London. That has plunged to be­
low 10%. Amsterdam is taking over from
the City as the trading capital for European
shares. The Offi�ce for National Statistics
estimates that fi�nancial­services exports
to the eu in the second quarter of 2021 had
fallen by 31%, or £2bn, compared with the
same quarter in 2019. Those to the rest of

the world had risen by 5%.
Capital and people have shifted too,

though neither in the quantity feared after
the vote. ey, a consultancy, reckons that
since the referendum fi�nancial fi�rms have
moved assets worth £1.3trn to the conti­
nent. This was a one­time­only move: the
fi�gure has held steady throughout 2021.
New Financial, a think­tank, estimated in
April that around £900bn was due to banks
moving regulatory capital from British en­
tities to European ones, however. This is
dead money, set aside to guard against in­
solvency in a crisis, not a meaningful loss.

Staying put
It has not taken the relocation of many
people to satisfy European regulators. ey

puts the number of roles that fi�nancial
fi�rms have moved from Britain to the eu as
a result of Brexit at just 7,400. That is a
small fraction of the 190,000 jobs in the Ci­
ty and 1.1m in fi�nancial services country­
wide. But few in the Square Mile expect
European regulators to remain so relaxed
indefi�nitely. They expect a crackdown on
practices such as “chaperoning”, which al­
lows a British fi�nancier to advise an eu cli­
ent provided an eu­regulated person is al­
so present. And trades entered into by eu

entities will increasingly need to be held
on their books, not transferred to London.
For the City of London, as for many other
sectors, Brexit is a slow puncture with
much more air to come out.

What, then, of Brexit’s vaunted oppor­
tunities? When it comes to regulatory re­
wards, the past year has mostly been spent
working out what they might be, rather
than seizing them. In May the government
created a “Brexit Opportunities Unit” in the
Cabinet Offi�ce and in June a taskforce on
“innovation, growth and regulatory re­
form” recommended relaxing “burden­
some” disclosure requirements for some
fi�nancial products, and replacing the eu’s
General Data Protection Regulation with a
uk Framework of Citizen Data Rights.

Some clear blue water is already open­
ing up between Britain and the continent.
uk in a Changing Europe, a think­tank, has
identifi�ed 38 examples of disharmony be­
tween British and eu regulation. In some,
for example a planned state­aid regime,
which aims to be more nimble and less bu­
reaucratic, Britain is pulling away. In oth­
ers, the movement is on the eu side.

But even when Britain off�ers producers
bespoke regulation to match their needs,
they do not always want it. The Chemical
Industries Association, an industry body,
says that the importance of chemicals
trade with the eu limits appetite for diver­
gence. Half of British exporters surveyed
by the British Chambers of Commerce said
they wanted to stick with the eu’s system
of safety and quality product marks.

Gradually, and almost imperceptibly,

Shadow self
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Britain has separated from the rest of Eu­
rope over the past year. But a more positive
change has taken place in people’s minds.
The  internal  chasm  between  Leavers  and
Remainers,  which  transformed  politics
and drove many people somewhat barmy,
is starting to seem less daunting.

Even  before  the  2016  referendum,
Britons had been sorting into two groups—
one university­educated, ethnically varied
and liberal, the other older, whiter and cul­
turally conservative. But these groups were
not yet self­aware. Will Jennings of South­
ampton  University  has  studied  the  writ­
ings of ordinary people who recorded their
thoughts on the referendum for Mass Ob­
servation,  a  research  outfi�t.  Many  were
ambivalent  or  confused,  “in  a  complete
fog” or “not too bothered” about the result. 

That changed when the results came in.
The referendum pinned labels on the two
groups  and  set  them  against  each  other.
Brexit identities became stronger than par­
ty­political  ones.  A  few  months  later  the
British Election Study found that only 21%
of  Conservatives  used  the  word  “we”  for
their fellow Conservatives, whereas 56% of
Leavers  used  it  for  other  Leavers.  The  To­
ries won the 2019 election largely because
they hogged the Leave vote, while Remain­
ers split between Labour, the Greens, Liber­
al Democrats and Scottish National Party. 

Few  people  have  changed  their  minds
about whether Brexit was wise or foolish.
“The country was divided down the middle
in 2016 and it is still divided,” says Sir John
Curtice, a political scientist at the Univer­
sity of Strathclyde. A polling average sug­
gests that 51% would vote to remain in or
rejoin the eu today, up only slightly from
the 48% Remainers scored in 2016. 

But in some ways the country has start­
ed coming together again. The most obvi­
ous change is that Brexit has become less
salient.  Every  month  Ipsos  mori,  a  poll­
ster,  asks  people  which  are  the  most  im­
portant  issues  facing  the  country.  From
2016 to 2019 Brexit was without exception
either the most mentioned or second­most
mentioned. In 2020 covid­19 forced its way
to  the  top.  Then  the  economy  rose,  fol­
lowed in autumn 2021 by the environment. 

So Brexit has more competition for peo­
ple’s concerns. But there is also reason to
think that some of the heat has dissipated.
Fewer  people  now  call  themselves  “very
strong” Leavers or Remainers (see chart 2).
Colin  Gordon  of  Oxford  for  Europe,  a  Re­
mainer group in a pro­Remain city, recent­
ly returned to campaigning following a co­
vid­induced  hiatus.  He  found  locals  less
fervent:  Remainers  muttered  that  it  was
too late; Leavers looked displeased but did
not remonstrate. “There was a lot of avoid­
ance  of  eye  contact,”  he  says.  “People
rushed past without engaging.” 

Britons  are  also  converging  in  their
views  of  how  Brexit  is  being  handled,

largely  because  Leavers  have  grown  more
critical. Perhaps they have been infl�uenced
by  shortages  of  fuel  and  groceries,  which
are blamed on a shortage of European lorry
drivers.  The  halo  eff�ect  of  the  govern­
ment’s  pandemic  response  may  have
dimmed, too. Britain took an early lead in
vaccinating  against  covid,  and  fended  off�
complaints  from  continental  European
politicians that it had acquired more than
its rightful share of doses—a spat that may
have  reinforced  the  view  that  Britain  was
better  off�  out.  But  by  August  other  Euro­
pean countries had caught up. 

Come together
Perhaps  the  most  surprising  change  in
public  opinion  is  over  immigration—the
topic that, more than any other, propelled
the  Leave  campaign  to  victory  in  2016.
Britons  are  angry  about  asylum­seekers
crossing  the  Channel  in  infl�atable  boats.
But  they  are  increasingly  relaxed  about
other kinds of immigration. 

Leavers  have  changed  more  than  Re­
mainers. Polling by Ipsos mori for British
Future,  a  think­tank,  found  that  between
October  2016  and  July  2021  the  share  of
Leavers who think immigrants have a neg­

ative impact on Britain fell from 53% to
42%. Since the share of Remainers who
concur is low and steady, at 14­15%, the gap
has narrowed.

Perhaps Leave voters feel they have
made their point; perhaps people are cal­
mer because covid has suppressed eco­
nomic migration. Whatever the explana­
tion, a government dominated by Leavers
has created an immigration system that
Jonathan Portes of King’s College London
describes as “pretty liberal”. Jobs paying
over £25,600 a year requiring at least a­lev­
el skills (around half of full­time jobs) can
be fi�lled by people from anywhere; rules
governing care workers are being relaxed.
Britain has welcomed almost 100,000
Hong Kongers with minimal fuss.

Remainers,  who  dislike  almost  every­
thing about the post­Brexit settlement, are
likely  to  come  round  on  this,  at  least.  In
2019 and 2020, when free movement with
the eu was still in eff�ect, Sir John and oth­
ers  ran  a  “deliberative  poll”,  a  cross  be­
tween an opinion poll and a focus group.
Beforehand,  Leavers  and  Remainers  were
far  apart  on  whether  Europeans  should
have  to  apply  to  come  to  Britain:  85%  of
Leavers and 41% of Remainers agreed. Af­
terwards, the share of Leavers who agreed
had fallen slightly to 82%, while the share
of Remainers who did rose to 57%. “What
voters want is immigration control in the
country’s interest,” says Sir John.

So  Britain  enters  2022  still  split  over
Brexit, though a little calmer than it used to
be.  Fewer  Leavers  believe  Brexit  is  going
swimmingly; many Remainers seem ame­
nable  to  the  idea  of  controlling  immigra­
tion from Europe. If Mr Johnson leads his
party into the next election—and he is the
most likely person to do so, despite his fall­
ing political stock—he may choose to fi�ght
it much like the last one, by posing as the
Leavers’  champion.  But  that  would say
more  about  the  limits  of  his  political
imagination than about voters’ wishes. n�

Two tribes
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Hate crimes

Unfair cop

In a landmark judgment for freedom of
expression, a former policeman, Harry

Miller, has won his case against the nation­
al policing­standards authority, the Col­
lege of Policing (cop). On December 20th
the Court of Appeal declared that the
body’s guidance on “hate incidents” lacked
safeguards against causing a “chilling ef­
fect” on free speech and public debate, and
was therefore unlawful.

Mr Miller’s legal journey started in 2019.
The government was consulting on plans,
later abandoned, to bring in gender self­
identifi�cation—the right to change legal
sex on demand. Mr Miller tweeted that he
thought that a bad idea, sometimes using
coarse language. His local police force,
Humberside, received a complaint that
this constituted transphobic hate crime.

Offi�cers contacted Mr Miller’s work­
place, questioned him by phone to “check
[his] thinking” and warned him to stop
tweeting about the issue. They acknowl­
edged that he had done nothing illegal. But
Mr Miller found that his tweets had been
recorded as a “non­crime hate incident”.
That would remain on fi�le for six years and
could be revealed to a prospective employ­
er. “We need hardly imagine what an hr

manager would make of a job applicant
with a police history of hate,” wrote Lord
Macdonald, a former director of public
prosecutions, in an article in the Times.

At Mr Miller’s initial hearing, in 2020,
the High Court found that Humberside po­
lice had unlawfully interfered with his
right to freedom of expression by turning
up at his place of work. “In this country we
have never had a Cheka, a Gestapo or a Sta­
si. We have never lived in an Orwellian
society,” said the judge. But he turned
down a wider challenge regarding the law­
fulness of the guidance, ruling that it
served a “legitimate aim”. The recent judg­
ment reversed that decision.

The guidance, drawn up in 2014, was
strongly infl�uenced by the Macpherson Re­
port, a government investigation that fol­
lowed the murder of Stephen Lawrence, a
black teenager, in London in 1993. It con­
cluded that early intervention was re­
quired if provocative or insulting speech
was not to escalate into physical violence.
(Lawrence had been subjected to racial
taunts and slurs.) The police “cut and past­
ed” its conclusions into other contexts, ar­
gues Mr Miller, with the result that anyone
who, like him, feels no animosity towards

trans people, but says publicly that no one
can literally change sex, is treated as if they
might be planning violence. 

The intention may have been good. But
the result was that a complainant  (who
must be recorded as a “victim”) can report
anyone for anything perceived to be hate­
ful, with no requirement  to  provide  evi­
dence of objective harm. One of the judges
hearing Mr Miller’s appeal  remarked  in­
credulously that it would  be  better  to  be
charged with an actual hate  crime,  since
that would mean the presumption of inno­
cence. When Fair Cop, the campaign group
Mr Miller co­founded, used  freedom­of­
information requests to reveal  what  use
the police make of records  of  non­crime
hate incidents—around 120,000  between
2014 and 2019—it found not a single force
that had even analysed the data. It is now
seeking to have those records expunged.

Mr Miller has not been alone in pushing
back. In mid­2020 Sarah Phillimore, a bar­
rister, discovered that an anonymous Twit­
ter user claimed that some  of  her  tweets
had been reported to police,  again  for  al­
leged transphobia. When she checked, she
found that it held a record  of  12  pages­
worth of tweets not deemed worthy of in­
vestigation but still classifi�ed  as  non­
crime hate incidents. In August 2020, as an
experiment, she tweeted  “my  cat  really
loves Dreamies perhaps he’s a Methodist”
and arranged for a friend to report her for
anti­religious bias. Despite  the  absurd
wording, that tweet was added to her fi�le. 

The Miller judgment may go some way

to slow a galloping trend towards record­
ing  crimes  based  solely  on  subjective
claims  of  harm.  But  the  idea  that  words
someone dislikes may be a police matter is
now widely embraced. In February Mersey­
side  Police  tweeted  pictures  of  offi�cers
posed next  to a billboard showing a rain­
bow fl�ag and the words “Being off�ensive is
an off�ence”. When free­speech campaign­
ers  pointed  out  that  the  law  did  not  go
(quite)  that  far,  the  force  apologised  “for
any confusion this may have caused”.

In Scotland such confusion could soon
become  reality.  A  new  Hate  Crimes  Act,
which has been delayed but is supposed to
come  into  eff�ect  in  2022,  goes  beyond
merely recording off�ensive speech: it crim­
inalises it. An off�ence of “stirring up” ha­
tred with speech that is considered insult­
ing  or  infl�ammatory,  even  if  no  actual
harm results, will be punishable by up to
seven  years  in jail. It  even  covers  speech
within the home. Further legal challenges
may be needed. n�

A legal victory has big implications for free speech

Miller makes his point 

Eating habits

Blessed are the
cheesemakers

As the last remnants  of  turkey,  trifl�e
and  Christmas  pudding  are  purged

from  the  nation’s  refrigerators,  thoughts
turn  inexorably  to  dieting  and  health.  If
this new year is like previous ones, Britons
who  make  resolutions  will  most  often
pledge to exercise more, eat healthier food
and lose weight. But the pandemic means
that  their  diets  have  already  changed,  in
broadly benign ways. 

In  the  fi�rst  12  months  after  covid­19
struck, from March 2020, eating habits al­
tered drastically. Fearing shortages, people
stocked  up  on  frozen,  dried  and  canned
food.  They  baked  enthusiastically,  either
out  of  boredom  or  because  they  were
scared:  making  perishable  foods  such  as
bread at home allowed them to avoid visit­
ing the shops every few days. Tesco, Brit­
ain’s  biggest  grocer,  was  rationing  fl�our
and pasta even in the autumn of 2020. 

Some changes did not last. By autumn
2021  baking  products  and  eggs  had  fallen
back to where they had been two years ear­
lier (see chart on next page). “I think people
have cooked enough,” says Krishnakumar
Davey, who follows the grocery market at
iri, a research fi�rm. Sales of frozen food are
back to pre­pandemic levels, too. 

But  others  proved  more  enduring.
Britons  continue  to  purchase  oddly  large
quantities of canned fi�sh, cheese and sau­

The breadmaking boom did not last.
Other changes did
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sages.  They  have  not  given  up  the  pasta
habit.  The  long­term  winners  in  this  na­
tional  dietary  shift  are  neither  instant
foods,  such  as  breakfast  cereals,  snacks
and  ready  meals,  nor  slow  foods  that  de­
mand attention, but things in the middle.
The grocery items that are selling best are
the ones that can be turned into meals in
ten or 20 minutes. 

Many  people  are  still  eating  fewer
meals  out,  and  more  at  home,  than  they
used to. Kantar, another research fi�rm, es­
timates that the number of in­home “eat­
ing occasions”  is 9% higher  than in 2019.
Home workers probably have enough time
for  cheese  on  toast  but  not  for  anything
more  complicated.  Although  home­made
lunches are up by the most, people are also
eating  more  breakfasts  at  home;  the  de­
cline in commuting means that the morn­
ing fry­up has replaced the station­bought
coff�ee and croissant. 

These changes are socially uneven. Na­
than Ward of Kantar says that people in the
abc1  social  groups  (broadly,  the  middle
classes) account for 70% of additional in­
home  lunches.  Perhaps  as  a  result,  more
expensive groceries are especially popular.
Saputo,  a  Canada­based  dairy  fi�rm,  says
that almost all its British cheese products
are selling well, but its Davidstow cheddar
cheese, which is pricier  than most,  is  the
best  performer.  Saputo  has  marketed  Da­
vidstow  at  the  Hampton  Court  Flower
Show—fl�ower  shows  being  to  the  middle
classes what light bulbs are to moths. 

Although sales of most groceries are up,
people seem to be refraining from the least
healthy  foods.  Confectionery  has  fared
poorly for the past two years, according to
iri. The government­run National Survey
of Diet and Nutrition estimates that work­
ing­age adults sipped 79g of sugar­sweet­
ened  drinks  per  day  in  2020,  down  from
100g before covid. They also downed fewer
buns,  cakes  and  pastries.  Mind  you,  they
needed  to  cut  back.  Also  clear, from  the
same survey, is that people are exercising
less and drinking more alcohol. n�

Not by bread alone
Britain, unit sales of grocery items
% change on 2019

Source: IRI CPG demand index

*12 weeks ending Nov 2021, compared with same
period in 2019. Compound annual growth rate
†Feb 2020-Feb 2021, compared with year earlier
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Sexually transmitted diseases

Poxy reasoning

No one wants syphilis. Not  personal­
ly—its symptoms include  ulcers  and

insanity—and not nationally. The “French
disease” as the English long called it, is an
infamously “othered” illness. In 2014 aca­
demics in Bucharest traced its  linguistic
history and found that, even as the English
used to call it the French disease,  the
French called it the Neapolitan one. 

The othering didn’t stop there. The Rus­
sians called it Polish, the Poles  called  it
German, the Germans called it French and
the Danish called it Spanish. The Turks es­
chewed nationalism for sectarianism, call­
ing it the “Christian disease”, while, as the
researchers observed: “in Northern India,
the Muslims blamed the Hindu for the out­
break of the affl�iction. However, the Hindu
blamed the Muslims and in the end every­
one blamed the Europeans.” Not, perhaps,
without cause.

Syphilis also feels like an  antiquated
disease. It is not. Cases have been rising re­
lentlessly for 20 years in Britain.  As  a  re­
cent paper in Nature Microbiology ob­
served, over the past decade rates have ris­
en by about 150% in some high­income
countries. In 1999, 415 cases were reported
at clinics in England and Wales.  In  2019
there were 8,011 in England  alone.  (The
pandemic makes later fi�gures unreliable.)
The numbers are still low. But  the  rise  is
worrying. Ironically, some of  the  reasons
are probably positive.

In the 18th and 19th centuries,  Britain
was a profoundly poxy place. Accurate an­
tique syphilis rates are hard  to  come  by

(doctors  avoided  mentioning  it  on  death
certifi�cates as it upset the relatives), but it
is estimated that almost 8% of Victorians
suff�ered from it. Rates were lowest among
agricultural  labourers  and  much  higher
among  the  upper  classes.  Lord  Elgin  is
famous today for defacing the profi�le of the
Parthenon: in his own time he was known
for his own defaced profi�le. His nose was
so eaten away by “the pox” (as Byron put it)
that he had to retire from public life. 

Eff�ective 20th­century treatments, par­
ticularly  penicillin,  changed  that  and
syphilis  rates  tumbled.  The  terrifying  ar­
rival of hiv caused rates to collapse as peo­
ple avoided sexual risk. Now, says Michael
Marks, a researcher at  the London School
of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine (lshtm)
and one of the Nature Microbiology paper’s
authors, drugs for hiv are highly eff�ective
at prolonging healthy life—and that seems
to have led to rises in risky sexual behav­
iours,  especially  sex  without  condoms.
That,  in  turn,  has  contributed  to  a  resur­
gence  of  syphilis,  especially  among  men
who have sex with men. Such factors have
also led to rises in other sexually transmit­
ted infections (stis).  In 2018 diagnoses of
chlamydia,  the  commonest,  rose  by  2%,
despite a drop in testing, while gonorrhoea
diagnoses rose by 26%. 

Better treatment and waning terror are
clearly good things. But other reasons for
rising cases are less positive. Sexual­health
services have seen their funding slashed in
recent years. Shame, moreover, means new
infections  are  less  likely  to  be  diagnosed
and treated quickly. “It’s an area full of stig­
ma,” says Emma Harding­Esch, another re­
searcher at the lshtm. “stis, ironically, are
not considered sexy diseases.” 

And  syphilis  is  one  of  the  least  sexy.
Even now, when its days of linguistic oth­
ering are over, it is still seen as “something
that  aff�ects  other  people,”  says  Dr Marks.
That needs to change: the “French disease”
is becoming a British disease again. n�

Why syphilis isn’t other
people’s problem

Il n’est pas d’ici 
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Turkey’s voodoo economics

Smoke, mirrors and lira

In times of trouble,  it  is  good  to  have
something to lean on. For a currency this

can be a central bank capable of keeping in­
fl�ation  at  bay,  or  a  stable  and  predictable
government to reassure nervous investors.
Since  today’s  Turkey  has  neither,  its
swooning  currency,  the  lira,  has  had  to
look elsewhere for help. On December 20th
President  Recep  Tayyip  Erdogan  an­
nounced  an  unorthodox  plan  to  rescue
Turkey’s economy from the crisis his poli­
cies  have  caused.  It  involves  the  govern­
ment  insuring  some  lira  deposits  against
swings in the exchange rate.

In the short term the scheme seemed to
have  worked.  The  day  after  Mr  Erdogan’s
announcement the lira staged a record re­
bound, quickly erasing a month’s worth of
losses. Yet the main factor in the rally was
not the deposit­insurance programme but
the  central  bank,  which  spent  billions  of
dollars from its shrinking reserves to buy
lira.  The  currency’s  recovery  has  bought
some time for Mr Erdogan, who had been
in deep political trouble. But it has only ob­
scured,  or  even  heightened,  the  risks  to
Turkey’s economy.

The immediate source of those risks is
Mr Erdogan’s obsession with  low interest
rates. For years he has insisted, in defi�ance
of basic economics,  that  low rates reduce
infl�ation  rather  than  stoke  it.  Starting  in
September, with Turkish infl�ation nearing
20%, Mr Erdogan goaded the central bank
into cutting its base rate four times, from
19% down to 14%. That triggered a currency
crash. Even after its recent rally, the lira has
lost almost 40% against the dollar in 2021,
more than any other major currency.

Mr Erdogan maintains that a weak lira
will be good for Turkey’s economy, boost­
ing  exports  and  attracting  investors.  Few
Turks agree. In a recent poll, 94% said de­
preciation  has  had  a  negative  impact.
About  two  in  three  said  they  could  not

meet basic needs without taking out loans.
Even  more  think  infl�ation  is  far  higher
than the offi�cially reported rate of 21%.

Fast­rising  food  and  energy  prices  hit
the poor especially hard, since they spend
a bigger share of their earnings on necessi­
ties. There are long queues at shops selling
subsidised  bread.  Real  wages  have  plum­
meted.  Turkey’s  middle  class,  which
swelled during Mr Erdogan’s fi�rst decade in
power, is shrinking. One chef at an Istan­
bul restaurant says he took out a cash loan
in September to stock up on nappies for his
infant  child,  fearing  they  would  soon  be
unaff�ordable.  Since  then  their  price  has
more than doubled.

Mr Erdogan would never describe it as
such, but his scheme to save the lira is in
eff�ect an indirect rate rise for savers. Under
the  plan,  Turkey’s  government  will  com­
pensate holders of fi�xed­term lira deposits
when  the  currency’s  depreciation  against
hard  currencies  exceeds  the  interest  rate
off�ered by their banks. Were the dollar to
strengthen by 30% against the lira in a year,
for  example,  a  depositor  at  a  bank  with  a
14%  annual  rate  would  get  an  additional
16%  courtesy  of  Turkey’s  treasury.  The
Turkish  taxpayer  will  end  up  bailing  out
the Turkish depositor.

The scheme may have helped prevent a
run on the banks. Turks had been convert­
ing their savings to dollars at a record pace,
contributing  to  the  lira’s  fall.  More  than
60% of the country’s deposits are now held
in foreign currencies. Some were consider­
ing  fl�eeing  Turkey’s  banks  altogether.

ISTANBUL

President Erdogan is scrambling to prop up the currency he has debased
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“People had begun to lose trust in the bank­
ing system,” says Ozlem Derici Sengul,
founding partner at Spinn Consulting in
Istanbul. “The decision stopped this.”

Yet the rally had less to do with confi�­
dence in Mr Erdogan’s plan than with in­
terventions by Turkish lenders. Since the
start of December, Turkey’s central bank
has burned through at least $20bn in for­
eign reserves to prop up the currency,
sometimes acting itself and sometimes
through state­owned commercial banks.
In the two days surrounding Mr Erdogan’s
announcement Turkish banks bought
$7bn­worth of lira.

Regardless of its eff�ectiveness, the new
scheme is a big risk for public fi�nances. If a
large portion of Turkey’s roughly $300bn­
worth of private savings moves to guaran­
teed deposits, a sharply falling currency
could put the state on the hook for hun­
dreds of billions of lira. “The system may
implode when faced with an exchange­rate
or risk­premium shock,” says Hakan Kara,
the central bank’s former chief economist.

Standard economics would have Tur­
key raise interest rates to bring down infl�a­
tion and stabilise exchange rates. But that
looks less likely than ever. Mr Erdogan has
dug in his heels, ignoring pleas from econ­
omists and business groups and invoking
an Islamic injunction against usury to jus­
tify his eccentric policy.

Loyal media outlets have proclaimed
Mr Erdogan’s move a masterstroke, and the
government has ways of discouraging
sceptics from speaking up. On December
27th Turkey’s banking regulator fi�led crim­
inal charges against Durmus Yilmaz, a for­
mer central­bank governor, and at least 25
others for criticising monetary policy and
for other statements it disliked. Mr Yilmaz
had accused the president of turning the
country into a “laboratory” for crackpot
ideas. But other critics are beyond the
reach of Mr Erdogan’s enforcers. At a press
conference on December 23rd, Vladimir
Putin defended the Russian central bank’s
recent rate increases. Without them, he
said, “we could end up like Turkey.” n�

Bungee jump

Turkish lira per $, 2021, inverted scale

Source: Refinitiv Datastream
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Russia

Memory hole

Russian history is  rich  in  shameful
dates,  many  of  them  marking  show

trials  and  mass  executions—or  liquid­
ations, as they were then called. December
28th, 2021, should be added to the calendar.
On  that  day  Russia’s  supreme  court
“liquidated” Memorial, the country’s most
vital post­Soviet civic institution, dedicat­
ed  to  the  memory  of  Stalinist  repression
and the defence of human rights.

Memorial emerged as a group indepen­
dent  of  the  state  in  the  late 1980s,  at  the
height  of  Mikhail  Gorbachev’s  policies  of
glasnost (openness) and perestroika (recon­
struction). One of its founders was Arseny
Roginsky, a historian who spent four years
in a Soviet prison for publishing a samizdat

almanac entitled Pamyat (“Memory”). An­
other was Andrei Sakharov, the nuclear sci­
entist  who  created  the  fi�rst  Soviet  hydro­
gen bomb and later campaigned tirelessly
for human rights.

The  group  was  formally  registered  in
1990,  a  few  months  after  Sakharov’s
death.  The  initial  goal  was  historical,  to
document  the  crimes  under  Stalin.  Every
year  Memorial  ran  a  mass  reading  of  the
names of some of his millions of victims,
read out by  thousands of participants. As
post­Soviet Russia began to abuse its citi­
zens, fi�rst in Chechnya and then through­
out  the  country,  Memorial  became  the
country’s best human­rights organisation.

Russia’s supreme court is Kremlin­con­
trolled, so its decision was expected. In re­
cent  years  Memorial  has  increasingly
come  under  attack,  its  offi�ces  vandalised
and  its  staff�  harassed.  But  this  did  not

make  the  court’s  ruling  less  signifi�cant.
Memorial  paved  the  way  for  post­Soviet
Russia,  its  embrace  of  human  dignity
drawing a line that separated the new state
from the systemic terror of the old one.The
group’s  liquidation  has  erased  that  line,
making it easier for Mr Putin to whitewash
not  only  the  crimes  of  the  past  but  also
those of the present. A day earlier, on De­
cember 27th, a Russian court extended the
jail term of Yuri Dmitriev, a historian affi�li­
ated to Memorial who had uncovered mass
graves in Stalin’s gulags, from 13 to 15 years.
Prosecutors fabricated charges that he had
sexually abused his adopted daughter. 

Formally, Memorial was liquidated as a
“foreign agent”, an old Soviet term for trai­
tors.  The  trial  resurrected  language  once
used by Stalinist prosecutors.    “Memorial
creates a false image of the Soviet Union as
a  terrorist  state…Why  should  we,  the  de­
scendants of the victors, watch attempts to
rehabilitate traitors to the motherland and
Nazi collaborators? Perhaps because some­
one  is  paying  them  for  it,”  proclaimed
Aleksei  Zhafyarov,  a  state  prosecutor.  “It
makes us repent of the Soviet past, instead
of remembering its glorious history.”

The ruling fell on the centenary of Sa­
kharov’s birth and on the 30th anniversary
of  the  Soviet  Union’s  dissolution.  In  his
farewell speech on December 25th, 1991, Mr
Gorbachev proclaimed a new era when hu­
man  rights  would  be  treated  as  supreme:
“We have paid with all our history and our
tragic  experiences  for  these  democratic
achievements—and  they  must  not  be
abandoned, whatever the circumstances.”

Yet  unlike  the  de­Nazifi�cation  of  Ger­
many, the process of de­Stalinisation was
never  enshrined  in  law.  Nor  have  the
crimes of the Soviet state ever been prose­
cuted. The kgb was renamed and re­organ­
ised,  not  abolished.  The  securocrats  who
rule Russia today wrap themselves in nos­
talgia  for  the  great  empire  that  defeated
Hitler. Meanwhile, they gloss over the way
it abused its own citizens, and copy some
of its methods. 

“The  liquidation  of  Memorial  is...a
message  to  the  elites:  ‘Yes,  repressions
were  necessary  and  useful  to  the  Soviet
state  in  the  past,  and  they  are  needed  to­
day,’” wrote Grigory Okhotin, who founded
ovd­Info,  a  human­rights  organisation.
The state considers any form of  indepen­
dence a threat. ovd­Info, which uses social
media to organise legal help for the victims
of repression, has been labelled a foreign
agent. Its website has been blocked. 

The ruling on Memorial signals a move
by the government from limited, targeted
repression to something much broader. In­
ternet freedoms are being rolled back. On
December  24th a  Russian  court  slapped  a
$100m fi�ne on Google for “systematic fail­
ures to remove banned content”—the larg­
est fi�ne directed at the Western tech giant

Vladimir Putin’s latest attack on

historical truth
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and the fi�rst to be calculated on the basis of
its  annual  revenue.  Hours  later  the  court
fi�ned Meta Platforms, the parent company
of Facebook and Instagram, $27m. 

Repression  requires  an  excuse.  The
Russian government’s favourite one is the
threat of war. Its build­up of troops on the
Ukrainian border in recent months is part
of the propaganda off�ensive. The Kremlin
accuses  America,  nato and  Ukraine  of
threatening  Russia.  It  labels  independent
Russian  politicians  and  civil­society
groups  such  as  Memorial  as  Western  col­
laborators. The West is nervously watching
for Russian military aggression beyond its
borders. But the onslaught inside Russia is
well under way, against its own people and
their memory. n�

Reform in Spain

A bad bet

Spaniards eagerly tuned in on Decem­
ber 22nd to watch the annual Christmas

lottery, nicknamed el gordo (“the fat one”).
Punters were hoping for a share of €2.4bn
($2.7bn)  in  prizes.  The  European  Union,
meanwhile, had placed a bet of its own. It
hoped Spain’s politicians might go out of
their  way  to  win  a  national  jackpot  of
€70bn,  the  country’s  share  of  the  eu’s
€750bn  covid  recovery  fund.  The  grants
were conditional on reforms, especially in
two  worrisome  areas:  pensions  and  the
jobs market. The government met the eu’s
deadline of December 31st. Whether its re­
forms merit the name is another matter.

Spain’s government, made up of the So­
cialists  and  the  far­left  Unidas  Podemos
grouping, entered offi�ce in 2019 on a mis­
guided  pledge  to  repeal  an  earlier  reform
from 2012. Those changes had made layoff�s
cheaper  and  let  unions  strike  wage  deals
within individual fi�rms, rather than in in­
dustry­wide negotiations. This is thought
to  have  aided  Spain’s  strong  recoveries
from the euro crisis and the pandemic. The
package  the  government  announced  on
December 23rd stopped short of repeal, but
took no great steps forward either.

The government’s goal was to make the
labour  market  less  unequal.  Some  Span­
iards have good jobs and are nearly unsack­
able; others have temporary contracts and
little  security.  The  new  proposal  curbs
time­limited  contracts  and  tries  to  stop
companies  from  evading  the  law  by  sub­
contracting.  Promisingly,  it  would  make
permanent  a  pandemic­era  measure  in
which  the  state  pays  temporarily  fur­

loughed workers. Both the unions and the
employers’  organisation  blessed  the  deal.
But  it  contains  no  creative  solutions  to
Spain’s high structural unemployment.

The other big missed chance was fi�xing
pensions.  Spaniards  retire  young  (at  60.7
on  average),  live  long  (83.5  years  on  aver­
age)  and  get  generous  pensions  (80%  of
pre­retirement earnings against an average
of 62% in the oecd, a club mostly of rich
countries).  Spain  has  yet  to  feel  the  full
strain  of  these  promises  because  its  baby
boom came late. But the crunch will come.
A reform passed earlier this year merely of­
fered inducements to postpone retirement
and  increased  contributions  slightly  (by

0.1  percentage  points  of  salary  paid  by
workers, and 0.5 paid by employers). That
is not nearly enough. 

The  European  Commission  is  now  in
theory  to  judge  whether  Spain’s  reforms
are suffi�cient to release the next tranche of
money.  No  one  expects  a  thumbs­down:
the commission does not want to deliver a
shock to the eu’s fourth­biggest economy
in the midst of a pandemic. The money will
be put to some good uses, primarily green­
ing  and  digitising  the  economy.  But  the
chance to use it to fund bigger reforms has
been  lost,  at  least  for  now. Like  punters
who bet on el gordo, the eu must hope fu­
ture years bring more luck. n�

MADRID

Hopes for better employment laws and
pensions are dashed

The osmangazi suspension bridge,
one of the world’s longest, opened in

2016, stretching nearly 2,700 metres over
the Marmara Sea. Combined with a new
road, it has halved the travel time be­
tween Istanbul and Izmir, Turkey’s larg­
est and third­largest cities. But for many
Turks, the country’s currency crisis has
made the crossing unaff�ordable. A driver
making the trip every day for a month
would have to pay tolls amounting to
twice the minimum wage. The toll will
rise again at the start of 2022.

Turkey’s president, Recep Tayyip
Erdogan, has decked out his country with
scores of new bridges, tunnels, airports
and hospitals. Most are public­private
partnerships (ppps), deals whereby com­
panies construct and operate infrastruc­
ture in exchange for fees from consum­
ers or payments from state coff�ers. The
lira’s slide over the past year has dramat­
ically raised the cost of ppps to taxpayers.
The government guarantees companies
involved in such projects a minimum
level of income, almost invariably in
hard currency. Such guarantees amount
to a total of $150bn in the coming two
decades, estimates Ugur Emek, an aca­
demic at Baskent University in Ankara.
At the start of 2021, that was equivalent to
1.1trn lira. By late December, it had risen
to 1.7trn lira.

ppps often make economic sense. In
Turkey and elsewhere, they have a better
record of avoiding delays and cost over­
runs than conventional public procure­
ment. They have helped Turkish con­
struction companies accumulate know­
how and capital. Many projects, in­
cluding sprawling hospitals that opened
just in time before the covid­19 pandem­
ic, have been a success.

But the same few companies regularly
walk away with the biggest contracts.
Some projects are white elephants.
“There’s an overreliance on ppps,” says
M. Coskun Cangoz, a former offi�cial at
the World Bank now with tepav, a think­
tank in Ankara. “We’re doing things in a
less transparent way.”

For Mr Erdogan, ppps come with
political benefi�ts. He can take credit for
launching big projects (a recent exhibit
at his palace featured over 800 pairs of
scissors and ribbons used for such occa­
sions) and pretend that private compa­
nies shoulder the cost, since the in­
vestments do not show up as govern­
ment debt. Defenders of ppps say Turkey
would not have been able to aff�ord the
new infrastructure by paying for it di­
rectly. But unless Mr Erdogan gets the
economy back on track, Turks will pay
dearly for his spending spree.

Turkish infrastructure

Public-private problems
ISTANBUL

The lira’s woes raise the bill for Erdogan’s big projects

Vertigo-inducing costs 
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Everyone else’s business

German is a thorough language. Almost every concept seems
to be covered by a single compound word. There is Kummer-

speck, or the weight one puts on if sad. Torschlusspanik is for the
worry  that  your  life  is  running  out  and  opportunities  slipping
away. Most satisfyingly, there is Backpfeifengesicht for when some­
one has a slappable face. When it comes to the eu, a compound
word pops up repeatedly: Schicksalsgemeinschaft, or a community
of fate. Olaf Scholz, the new German chancellor, used the phrase
when explaining why Germany must help its neighbours in the
pandemic.  His  predecessor,  Angela  Merkel,  was  a  fan  too.  Now,
however,  the  concept—if  not  the  tongue­twisting  word—is
spreading beyond the German­speaking world. 

An acceptance among Europe’s leaders and voters that the con­
tinent’s fate is bound together has been the main shift of the two
years your departing columnist has spent writing this column. Re­
sidual objections to the idea melted during the pandemic. A long­
standing refusal to issue common debt was reversed. (Mrs Merkel
once said common debt would not happen in her lifetime. She is,
at  time  of  writing,  fi�ghting  fi�t.)  Even  the  most  sovereignty­ob­
sessed governments, such as Poland’s, were happy to make the eu

responsible for sorting out the continent’s vaccines in a new con­
stitutional frontier. 

That the problems facing individual countries required a con­
tinental response became obvious. An eff�ective climate policy can
be orchestrated only at a supranational level. No European coun­
try is big enough to deal with China, or even Russia, alone. Most
importantly,  the  acceptance  of  Schicksalsgemeinschaft has  trans­
formed European politics. Until recently,  leaders trod lightly on
each other’s turf lest theirs be trampled by others. In a community
of fate, however, everything is everyone else’s business. 

Part of the reason for the shift is simple: money. Supervision is
the price for solidarity. In the summer of 2020, leaders signed off� a
recovery  fund  of  €750bn  ($850bn)  paid  for  with  common  debt,
with half of it given as grants rather than loans to needy countries.
Dutch taxpayers’ money is spent in Italy; German cash is in Polish
coff�ers. It is only natural that they pay attention to how it is spent. 

The spectre of Schicksalsgemeinschaft has been summoned be­
fore.  Mrs  Merkel  used  it  during  the  euro­zone  crisis,  when  ex­

plaining why loans worth hundreds of billions to stricken south­
ern European economies were necessary. But that was diff�erent.
Lending a friend money is one thing. Not expecting it back—as is
the  case  with  €390bn  of  the  €750bn—is  another.  Legally,  the
scheme is a one­off�. In principle, however, the red lines have been
erased. It has been used once and it can be used again. 

When money is shared, so is politics. The eu has become do­
mestic politics by other means. During the pandemic, politicians
went over the heads of their peers and started appealing directly to
each other’s voters. Giuseppe Conte, then Italy’s prime minister,
appeared  in  Dutch  newspapers  begging  for  aid.  Mark  Rutte,  his
Dutch  counterpart,  appeared  in  Italian  newspapers,  explaining
why it would not be forthcoming (until he shifted). During the eu­
ro­zone crisis, such interventions were a novelty. Now they are the
norm. If voters in other countries have a say, it makes sense to try
to sway them.

Fears about the eu falling apart are no more. The club will not
break apart by accident. If anything, the eu is antifragile: it emerg­
es sturdier from every crisis (by plugging holes already fi�lled in
other  polities).  Nor  is  leaving  an  appetising  option.  Britain,  the
country that most fi�rmly resisted the idea of any common Euro­
pean  destiny,  botched  its  departure.  Even  the  most  Eurosceptic
politicians have given up on leaving. Questions are no longer exis­
tential, but political. 

Being stuck together brings problems, of course. Troublesome
members,  such  as  Poland,  have  no  intention  of  leaving.  Britain
pursued a clean Brexit, ripping up the rules that bound it to the
continent;  Poland  is  opting  for  a  dirty  remain,  hanging  around
and ignoring strictures it does not like. Grinding out consensus is
the only option. The fl�ipside is that bad behaviour can no longer be
ignored. Most leaders spent the bulk of the 2010s politely avoiding
the topic of democratic backsliding in Hungary and Poland. Now
the sight of, say, Dutch politicians chiding Polish ones is common.

Stuck in the middle with eu

A  community  of  fate  is  not  necessarily  a  community  of  peace.
Rows  between  eu countries  will  become  nastier  as  they  switch
from economics to deeper questions of values. The eu fi�nds itself
resolving whether banning a headscarf in a business is a defence
of secular values, or an assault on religious freedom. At a summit
this summer leaders gave Viktor Orban a tongue­lashing for pro­
posing a homophobic law. It is precisely because they are stuck to­
gether  that  feelings  run  so  high.  A  family  fi�ght  is  always  more
painful than one with colleagues. 

Those outside the community have an even rougher time. Talk
of “Western” values has been replaced by “European” ones. Lead­
ers  such  as  Emmanuel  Macron  play  up  transatlantic  splits.  The
diff�erences between Europe and America are so large, he suggests,
that they are best thought of as separate civilisations with distinct
worldviews, whether on capitalism or le wokisme. A club that was
once  evangelical  is  now  defensive.  An  impermeable  border,
guarded in places by the eu’s own border agency, is a policy with
universal support among members. 

As the eu solidifi�es into something resembling a normal state,
with border guards, debts, currency and, increasingly, shared pol­
itics, it will be a civilisation­state rather than a nation­state. Eu­
rope  has  always  needed  an  “other”,  an  outsider  to  judge  itself
against. Now it has the rest of the world. Most of the continent’s
politicians  bridle  at  nationalism. But they  are  happy  with  the
Europeanism that has replaced it. n�

Charlemagne

Our departing columnist on why eu politicians now accept they are stuck together
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New York politics

Adams eve

Mayors in new york are usually inau­
gurated  on  the  steps  of  City  Hall,

where they deliver an uplifting speech lay­
ing out their vision for the city. Sometimes
those visions are successful: Rudy Giulia­
ni,  elected  on  the  back  of  a  decades­long
crime wave, vowed to make the city safer,
and  he  did.  Michael  Bloomberg,  elected
after  the  attacks  of  September  11th  2001,
said lower Manhattan must be rebuilt. To­
day, it is thriving. But David Dinkins never
quite  managed  to  be  a  mayor  for  all  New
Yorkers, which may be impossible. Nor did
the outgoing mayor, Bill de Blasio, mean­
ingfully reduce economic inequality.

Eric Adams, who will take over from Mr
de  Blasio  on  January 1st,  planned  to  hold
his  inauguration  in  Flatbush,  a  working­
class  neighbourhood  in  Brooklyn—a  nod
to  both  the  outer­borough  coalition  that
propelled  him  into  offi�ce  and  to  his  own
upbringing  in  Brooklyn  and  Queens.  But
Omicron put paid to those plans; as cases
spiked  in  New  York,  Mr  Adams  cancelled
his own celebration. “I don’t need an inau­
guration,” he explained. “I just need a mat­

tress and a fl�oor…We don’t want to put peo­
ple in danger.” That may be the easiest de­
cision he makes for years to come.

Mr  Adams  inherits  a  reeling  city.  The
economic  fallout  on  New  York  from  the
September  11th  attacks  was  largely  con­
fi�ned  to  lower  Manhattan;  the  pandemic,
by  contrast,  has  shuttered  businesses
across  all  fi�ve  boroughs.  New  York  lost
630,000  jobs  in  2020  and  has  an  unem­
ployment rate, 9%, that is more than dou­
ble the national average. Tourists are stay­
ing away. The city has 100,000 fewer res­
taurant jobs than it did in early 2020, and
hotel occupancy rates hover around 50%,
compared with 90% before the pandemic.

Subway ridership is only just over half

its pre­pandemic levels. Only 28% of Man­
hattan’s offi�ce workers are at their desks on
any given day, and just 8% come in every
day. Midtown is dead. Employment is un­
likely to return to pre­pandemic levels un­
til at least 2024. James Parrott of the New
School’s  Centre  for  New  York  City  Aff�airs
expects  that  double­digit  unemployment
rates  for  the  city’s  African­American  and
Latino populations could last even longer.

Fortunately, Mr Adams has a better rela­
tionship  with  the  city’s  businesses  than
did  his  predecessor,  though  that  is  a  low
bar. Stephen Scherr, the chief fi�nancial of­
fi�cer of Goldman Sachs, is on the incoming
mayor’s  transition  team,  which  includes
700 people, compared with Mr de Blasio’s
team  of  60  in  2013.  Mr  Adams  has  also
created a corporate council of advisers, in­
cluding executives from the fi�nance, real­
estate, hospitality and tech sectors—all fo­
cused on encouraging workers to get back
to their desks and not leave New York for
warmer,  lower­tax  climes.  Mr  Adams  has
grand plans to turn the city into a cyberse­
curity hub. He also wants to attract crypto­
currency businesses, and has suggested he
might be paid in bitcoin.

He  also  ran  on  public  safety,  distin­
guishing  him  from  his  wealthy,  liberal
Democratic rivals, and boosting his popu­
larity  in  the  city’s  higher­crime  areas.
Overall, New York is far less safe than it was
before  the  pandemic,  with  murders  up
50% and non­fatal shootings double what
they were two years ago. Unusually, Mr Ad­

NEW YORK

An ex­cop prepares to take over America’s biggest city at a diffi�cult time
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ams paired that campaign with one for po­
lice reform. A former offi�cer himself, he of­
ten found himself in trouble while in uni­
form for his vocal criticism of the depart­
ment. He protested against police brutality
on the same streets he patrolled. His pick
for  top  cop,  Keechant  Sewell,  came  from
outside  the  department’s  rank­and­fi�le;
she  was  chief  of  detectives  for  Nassau
County,  on  Long  Island,  and  will  be  the
city’s fi�rst female commissioner.

Reforming  the  world’s  biggest  police
force while also making the city safer will
be a diffi�cult task. Already he has enraged
progressives by vowing to restore the city’s
plainclothes anti­crime units, which were
notorious for stopping and searching non­
white  people  with  inadequate  pretexts.
Hawk Newsome, a vocal Black Lives Matter
activist, warned, “there will be riots, there
will be fi�re and there will be bloodshed” if
those units return. 

Mr Adams also vowed to restore solitary
confi�nement  in  the  city’s  jails.  If  he  suc­
cessfully walks the tightrope he has strung
for himself, the city will be better for it. Un­
like his predecessor, he has good relations
with  the  state’s  governor,  Kathy  Hochul,
which  will  help  with  funding  and  reduce
turf  wars  (Mr  de  Blasio  and  Andrew  Cuo­
mo,  who  resigned  in  disgrace,  famously
loathed each other).

To  show  support  for  the  city’s  all­im­
portant hospitality industry, Mr Adams in­
tends to hit the town every night. New York
has not had a true carousing mayor since
Jimmy Walker in the 1920s, who was a fi�x­
ture  at  speakeasies  and  boxing  matches.
Like Ed Koch, who headed the city during
when it was broke in the 1970s and 80s, Mr
Adams seems to love being around ordin­
ary New Yorkers. He drew crowds of enthu­
siastic  supporters  during  the  campaign,
many  of  whom  shared  concerns  about
crime or stories of economic hardship.

Unlike his two predecessors, Mr Adams
is personally familiar with such stories. He
talks of carrying his clothes to school in a
rubbish  bag,  afraid  his  family  would  be
evicted.  He  has  a  learning  disability,  and
was beaten by police when he was 15 years
old. He joined the police force before serv­
ing  in  the  state  legislature  and  as  Brook­
lyn’s  borough  president.  Once  a  Republi­
can, he now considers himself a liberal. 

During  the  campaign,  it  was  unclear
where  he  actually  lived:  in  his  offi�ce  in
Brooklyn’s  Borough  Hall,  in  a  basement
apartment he owned in the borough or in
New  Jersey,  where  his  partner  lives.  One
morning after a  late night, he was fi�lmed
driving  on  the  sidewalk.  And  he  can  be
prickly and defensive. Questioned over his
decision  to  restore  solitary  confi�nement,
he sputtered, “I wore a bulletproof vest for
22 years and protected the people of this ci­
ty.  When  you  do  that,  then  you  have  the
right  to  question  me.”  None  of  this  both­

ered voters too much. “His quirks are what
make him a beloved fi�gure,” says Michael
Hendrix of the Manhattan Institute, a con­
servative think­tank.

Mr Adams had better get used to tough
questions. In a democracy, people can
challenge or be openly rude to elected offi�­
cials anytime they like. When Mr Koch
walked the streets, he would ask people,
“How’m I doin’?” New Yorkers, not known
for their restraint, told him. n�

Labs and the law

Scientific
suspicion

Charles lieber, a renowned chemistry
professor at Harvard, tried to avoid jail

by lying to federal investigators about his
work in China over the past decade. It may
have  seemed  a  reasonable  if  unethical
gamble;  the  federal  probe  was  investigat­
ing allegations that China was stealing sci­
entifi�c insights. No evidence suggests that
Mr  Lieber  stole  anything.  But  sometimes
the  cover­up  is  not  just  worse  than  the
crime—it  is  the  crime.  On  December  21st
Mr Lieber was found guilty of lying to fed­
eral authorities and failing to declare both
income  earned  in  China  and  a  Chinese
bank account. He could face up to 26 years
in  prison  and  $1.2m  in  fi�nes,  though  as  a
fi�rst­time off�ender he will probably not be
punished so harshly. Still, Mr Lieber is 62
and has late­stage lymphoma. A few years
behind bars could prove a life sentence.

His downfall is a cautionary tale. Amer­
ica’s intensifying geopolitical rivalry with
China has made previously innocuous re­

lationships  with  Chinese  academics  sus­
pect. As in similar cases the Department of
Justice (doj) has pursued, proving that Mr
Lieber or his associates engaged in espio­
nage was a tall order. His hubris made their
job easier. Yet as the crackdown on Chinese
economic  espionage  continues  apace,
American science could suff�er.

Ambitious scientists such as Mr Lieber
depend on large research budgets and ac­
cess to top talent. Despite having received
more than $15m in grants from the Nation­
al  Institutes  of  Health  (nih)  and  the  De­
partment of Defence (DOD) between 2008
and  2019,  the  chance  to  get  signifi�cantly
more  funding,  this  time  from  China,
proved irresistible. Partnerships with for­
eign universities, including Chinese ones,
were  hardly  unusual.  In  2011,  Mr  Lieber
signed an agreement with the Wuhan Uni­
versity of Technology (WUT) to collaborate
on fundamental research in nanotechnol­
ogy, his area of expertise. He also signed a
three­year contract in 2012 to participate in
China’s  Thousand  Talents  Programme,  a
government recruitment scheme to attract
foreign  scientists,  that  would  provide
$1.5m in funding for a new lab at WUT. Mr
Lieber  himself  would  receive  up  to
$50,000 a month, some of which was de­
posited  in a Chinese bank account, along
with compensation for living expenses.

Mr  Lieber  failed  to  confess  these  de­
tails, both to the irs in his tax fi�lings, and
to  investigators  from  the  DOD and  nih

when they came knocking on his door  in
2018 and 2019. Although partnerships with
foreign  universities  are  legal,  America’s
government  requires  scientists  receiving
federal funding to disclose ties to foreign
universities. And China’s organised eff�orts
to  obtain  valuable  technologies  through
espionage  are  no  secret.  China  has  com­
mitted  billions  to  acquiring  them  in  key
sectors  identifi�ed  as  priorities,  including
nanotechnology. While  some  areas,  such
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as  green  energy,  may  be  largely  benign,
others such as aerospace and materials sci­
ence have military applications.

In response, the doj launched its “Chi­
na  Initiative”  in  November  2018,  a  cam­
paign  to  prosecute  cases  of  Chinese  eco­
nomic espionage. As Margaret Lewis, a law
professor  at  Seton  Hall  University,  ex­
plains, this was an unprecedented eff�ort to
target crimes in connection to one country
and to focus on “nontraditional” sources of
intelligence, such as academics.

The  prosecution  of  Mr  Lieber  might
look like evidence of the China Initiative’s
success,  but  that  is  not  necessarily  the
case.  Investigators  admitted  in  court  that
they chose to pursue Mr Lieber in part be­
cause of the presence of ethnic Chinese re­
searchers in his lab, which raises the risk of
surveillance of people on the basis of their
race—a  violation  of  the  doj’s  own  guide­
lines.  “This  plays  directly into Beijing’s
narrative  of  anti­Chinese racism,” says
Emily Weinstein of the Centre for Security
and Emerging Technology, a think­tank.

Another worry is the government’s hea­
vy­handed  approach. Proving economic
espionage  is  diffi�cult: prosecutors must
show that any knowledge transferred was
indeed a trade secret, and persuade a jury
that the defendant acted with the intent to
benefi�t a foreign government. As a result,
the doj has focused on zealously prosecut­
ing  disclosure  issues at universities—all
its university­related convictions thus far
have centred on research­security and tax­
fraud  cases,  not  espionage. The govern­
ment argues, not unreasonably, that con­
tacts with Chinese universities will, by de­
fi�nition, pass on scientifi�c expertise to the
Chinese government. But the doj may not
fully  grasp  the  grantmaking process and
the specifi�c technologies at issue. Its case
against Anming Hu, a professor at the Uni­
versity of Tennessee, ended in an acquittal
based on lack of evidence.

When the fbi came to arrest Mr Lieber
in  January  2020,  he admitted that he
“wasn’t  completely transparent by any
stretch of the imagination…I was scared of
being arrested, like I am now.” Academics
watching his case will no doubt take great­
er  care,  including  by vetting their asso­
ciates. The suspicion that now clouds any
association with China could have a chill­
ing  eff�ect.  As  geopolitical rivalry intensi­
fi�es,  the  government rightfully worries
that a growing range of technologies could
provide  China  with an economic or mili­
tary edge. But not delineating which tech­
nologies pose risks may lead researchers to
shun  any  collaboration with China at all,
even in mutually benefi�cial areas. Ameri­
can scientists may also refrain from hiring
researchers with family ties to China. For a
country whose greatest strength is attract­
ing  the  world’s  best and brightest, this
could prove damaging. n�

Philanthropy

The charity-
industrial complex

Over the past 18 months, the world has
heard a lot about MacKenzie Scott, the

billionaire  philanthropist  formerly  mar­
ried to Amazon’s Jeff� Bezos. She has given
generously to charities on the front line of
the  pandemic,  including  food  banks,
schools  and  children’s  health  pro­
grammes.  Relatively  unknown,  however,
is  the  consultancy  that  has  helped  distri­
bute almost $9bn on Ms Scott’s behalf: the
Bridgespan Group.

A  non­profi�t  consultancy,  Bridgespan
was spun out of Bain & Company, a man­
agement consultancy, around 20 years ago
by three people, including a former man­
aging partner. What began as a handful of
smart people toiling in a small offi�ce above
the Hard Rock Cafe in Boston is now a 329­
person global operation with $59m in op­
erating revenues in 2020.

It has advised some of the world’s big­
gest donors,  including the Bill & Melinda
Gates  Foundation,  the  Ford  Foundation
and Bloomberg Philanthropies. The list of
non­profi�t groups it works with is no less
impressive,  including  cutting­edge  re­
search centres such as the Johns Hopkins
Bloomberg  School  of  Public  Health  and
big­name charities like the ymca.

Bridgespan has two main lines of busi­
ness.  It  advises  wealthy  donors,  learning
their  interests  and  helping  them  create  a
donation  strategy,  then  researching  and
doing due diligence on prospective organi­
sations they might donate to. It also helps

non­profi�t groups operate more effi�ciently.
Beyond  that,  Bridgespan  is  shrouded  in
mystery.  The  only  public  information  on
the fi�rm is contained in tax forms and the
odd comment from former clients. In De­
cember  Ms  Scott  announced  plans  for  a
new website with a “searchable database”
of  her  gifts  and  more  detail  on  her  deci­
sion­making  process.  But  many  wealthy
people  like  their  privacy  and  Bridgespan­
ners know how to keep quiet.

Bridgespan’s story is, in part, the story
of philanthrocapitalism, a movement that
began around the turn of the millennium,
as  billionaires  started  applying  business
principles  to  their  giving.  It  is  now  the
norm  for  philanthropists  to  treat  dona­
tions  like  investments,  setting  up  vast
foundations, monitoring the projects they
fund  and  quantifying  the  return  on  their
money. An entire industry has emerged to
support  this  “venture  philanthropy”,  in­
cluding  consultancies,  such  as  Bridges­
pan,  Rockefeller  Philanthropy  Advisors
and Arabella Advisors, as well as research­
ers,  donor  networks  and  data  providers,
such as Candid and the National Centre for
Family Philanthropy (ncfp).

Ms Scott has upended that model. She
has  held  off�  setting  up  a  foundation,  in­
stead  outsourcing  the  entire  process  of
picking  grantees,  contacting  them  and
dishing out cash. “That signals something
dramatically new, which is deploying bil­
lions  of  dollars  through  intermediaries,”
says  Nick  Tedesco,  head  of  the  ncfp.  For
Bridgespan, with great power and bumper
contracts comes great responsibility. 

The fi�rst challenge for any organisation
trying  to  decide  who  deserves  a  multi­
million­dollar grant is to make sure it has a
full picture of all the non­profi�t groups do­
ing good work in poor communities. Brid­
gespan  trumpets  its  offi�ces  in  India  and
South Africa, fi�lled with local staff�. It hires
almost twice as many women as men and
less than half its staff� are white. Nidhi Sah­
ni, who heads Bridgespan’s American advi­
sory business, says the fi�rm makes sure it
doesn’t just settle on the “usual suspects”.
She  is  adamant,  for  instance,  that  profi�­
ciency  in  English  should  not  determine
whether a potential grantee makes it onto
the fi�rm’s radar.

The next hurdle is dealing with poten­
tial confl�icts of  interest. Consultants  that
advise rich people on how to donate their
money  often  also  work  with  non­profi�t
groups  jostling  for  funding.  William
Schambra of the Hudson Institute, a think­
tank, worries leaders of such organisations
might  feel  compelled  to  hire  Bridgespan
for  advice  so  they  might  come  to  mind
when the consultancy recommends poten­
tial  grantees.  News  that  it  is  advising  Ms
Scott, who says she plans to give away her
fortune of nearly $60bn “until  the safe  is
empty”, only adds to that pressure. “If I had

Bridgespan Group: the most powerful
consultants you’ve never heard of

012



31The Economist January 1st 2022 United States

a non­profi�t I would be banging down their
door,” Mr Schambra says.

Bridgespan’s response is simple: “Given
the amazing organisations we work with,
some of them household names, it would
be surprising not to have some of them
come to the attention of donors.” William
Foster, the group’s managing partner, is
clear that he can’t get a non­profi�t leader a
lunch meeting with a big­name donor. In
its confl�ict­of­interest policy, Bridgespan
says that it “do[es] not make introductions
to donor clients or share confi�dential in­
formation about donor priorities or strat­
egies.” Nor does it promote non­profi�ts to
potential donors. Even so, one in every 20
groups that has received funding from a
philanthropist it advises had also been a
client in the fi�ve years prior to receiving
funding, by its own estimates. The list of
organisations Ms Scott has donated money

to includes several Bridgespan clients.
There is another tricky clash. Bridges­

pan, like many middlemen in the world of
philanthropy, is itself a non­profi�t. In
some ways, that is surprising. Though
Bridgespan does not disclose its pricing
model, researchers that cover the philan­
thropic sector say its rates can be hefty.
And it competes for projects with for­profi�t
consultancies such as McKinsey.

Nonetheless, Bridgespan’s fees cover
only about 75% of costs, and like many
non­profi�ts, the group relies on donations
to fund the full range of its work. The con­
sequences of this can be rather tangled.
Alongside the groups working on educa­
tion, health, gender equality and gay
rights, Ms Scott’s list of grantees includes a
number of intermediaries in the philan­
thropic sector—including the Bridgespan
Group itself. n�

Male loneliness

Oh man!

Are isolated men driving American
women up the wall? A recent sketch on

“Saturday Night Live”, which refers to stud­
ies  concluding  that  males  in  America  are
increasingly friendless, suggests that they
are. A young woman, frustrated by her boy­
friend’s inability to open up to anyone else,
takes him by the hand and leads him to a
“man  park”  (like  the  dog  version)  where,
after  a  shy  start,  he  fi�nds  fellow  males  to
make friends with. Some viewers disliked
the likening of men to dogs, but the sketch,
which  went  viral  online,  illustrates  fresh
concerns  about  an  old  worry:  the  loneli­
ness of American men. 

As people in rich countries work longer
hours,  marry  later  and  spend  more  time
with  their  children,  not  friends,  research
suggests loneliness is increasing. A study
by the University of Pennsylvania found a
direct  link  between  social­media  usage
and  loneliness.  More  time  spent  online
means less time building friendships.

The problem may be particularly severe
in America. A large international study by
British academics found that people in in­
dividualistic  countries  (a  measure  on
which  America  scores  highest)  reported
greater loneliness. America also has one of
the  highest  divorce  rates;  men  may  be
more  likely  to  lose mutual  friends after a
split. A strong work ethic and geographical
mobility (meaning friendships are liable to
be lost or weakened as people relocate) is
likely to exacerbate the problem.

A survey published in 2021 by the Sur­
vey  Centre  on  American  Life,  part  of  the
American  Enterprise  Institute,  a  think­
tank,  found  that  friendship  groups  have
shrunk in the past three decades. The de­
cline has been particularly marked among
men. In 1990, 55% of American men report­
ed having at  least six close  friends;  today
only 27% do. The survey found that 15% of
men have no close friendships at all, a fi�ve­
fold increase since 1990.

Those  who  study  male  loneliness  be­
lieve that a particularly American version
of  masculinity  is  in  part  to  blame.  Since
1990  Robert  Garfi�eld,  a  psychotherapist
and  author  of  “Breaking  the  Male  Code”,
has run “friendship labs”, men’s therapeu­
tic  groups,  which  have  shown  him  that
men  crave  emotional  connection.  But
American boys, says Dr Garfi�eld, who has
also run such groups in Europe, are often
taught that successful men exhibit particu­
lar  traits—restraint,  independence,  com­
petitiveness—at the expense of others.

As  women’s  and  lgbt rights  have  ad­
vanced in recent decades, along with more
emotional ways of connecting with others,
“men  are  being  asked  to  stretch  them­
selves”, Dr Garfi�eld says. Over time, this is
likely to have a positive eff�ect on the way
men  relate  to  each  other,  but  at  the  mo­
ment, “males are in a fi�ghting phase”.

Marc  Schapiro,  a  24­year­old  English
teacher from Maryland, agrees. He says he
was  taught  male  friendship  is  “stoic  and
lacking  outward  aff�ection”.  But  now  he
sees a diff�erent portrayal of friendship on
social  media,  particularly  by  women  and
lgbt people. He would love, he says, to be
able to “show more aff�ection and drop the
constant  snide  comments  and  ribbing”,
but he fi�nds the disconnect between what
he grew up believing about friendship and
how he sees other people relating to each
other  unsettling. The  “quasi­socialising”
he and his friends do online, via games and
various  message  boards,  meets  no  real
need, he adds.

All this comes at a heavy cost. Suicide is
more  common  among  young  men  than
young women. Niobe Way, a psychologist
at  New  York  University  who  studies  ado­
lescent male friendship and is the author
of “Deep Secrets: Boys’ Friendships and the
Crisis of Connection”, says it is no coinci­
dence  this  divergence begins  to  happen
around the age that many boys move away
from close friendships. In childhood, she
says, boys tend to be as open as girls about
their  need  for  friends.  As  they  get  older,
they  “feel  they  have  to  get  into  a  gender
straitjacket”  and  defi�ne  their  masculinity
primarily as not being feminine. By the age
of  15,  many  boys  start  saying  they  don’t
need  friends  and  worrying  that  close
friendships  will  make  them  seem  “girly”.
This “clash of culture and nature”, Dr Way
says,  is much more marked among white
boys than black ones. 

The  eff�ects  are  far­reaching.  Research
has linked loneliness to poor health. It can
make men angry and violent. Male loneli­
ness  also  aff�ects  women.  Dr  Garfi�eld  ob­
serves that two­thirds of divorces are initi­
ated by women, many of whom complain
their husbands are emotionally incompe­
tent. “There’s nothing new about that, but
women are increasingly unlikely to put up
with it,” he says. n�

WASHINGTON, DC

Why men are lonelier in America than elsewhere

I’m a lonely boy 

012



32 The Economist January 1st 2022United States 

Rage against the machine

Tom stoppard, a British playwright, once quipped that it was
not the voting that makes democracies, but the counting. He

was right in more ways than one. In March 2020, even as the then
novel, now overly familiar coronavirus was spreading out among
Americans, so too were census workers, collecting information on
every human being within the country’s borders. Over the past six
months  or  so  the  results  of  the  census  have  gradually  been  re­
leased. They have enormous political consequences.

One of the biggest stories of the census has been how the big
cities  of  the  north­east  and  Midwest  have  been  losing  African­
American voters even as they have become far more diverse other­
wise. The city of Chicago lost 85,000 black residents in the decade
to 2020, or about 10% of the total. That was more than any other ci­
ty except Detroit. And yet the city also gained 40,500 Hispanic res­
idents and 45,000 Asian ones, as well as 34,500 people of two races
and 9,000 whites. The loss of black people, driven by deindustrial­
isation  and  opportunity  elsewhere,  actually  slowed  compared
with the previous decade. But the “exodus” of black residents, as
Lori Lightfoot, Chicago’s mayor, calls it, is nonetheless obsessing
Chicago’s black political class. The city provides a lesson in how
racialised politics increasingly hinders the Democratic Party.

Race and politics have always been linked in Chicago. From the
emergence of  the enormous stockyards  in  the  late 19th century,
where  millions  of  heads  of  cattle  were  herded  from  across  the
Midwest to slaughter each year, the city drew black migrants from
the South. Facing brutal discrimination which forced them into
overcrowded and underserved ghettoes in the south and west of
the  city,  they  quickly  found  a  political  voice.  Real  politics  hap­
pened (and still happens) outside of elections, with power brokers
such as church leaders and union leaders picking candidates. This
machine has helped elevate black politicians. Decades before Chi­
cago  gave  America  its  fi�rst  black  president,  it  gave  Congress  its
fi�rst  black  committee  leader,  William  Dawson,  in  the  1950s.  In
1983, the election of Harold Washington, a black radical, shook up
the Irish­American mafi�a that controlled the city for most of the
20th century. It inspired a young Columbia University graduate,
Barack Obama, to become a community organiser in the city.

Today, the black political power machine in Chicago is looking

shakier. The census results require the redrawing of the council
ward map. The Hispanic caucus, a relatively new bloc in the city’s
racial politics, wants two more seats in the 50 seat council, to ac­
count  for  Hispanic  population  growth.  Mostly  white  members
from the north of the city lobbied for the creation of the city’s fi�rst
Asian­American ward, something that almost everyone seeming­
ly agrees on. The black caucus stands to lose two of its 18 black­ma­
jority seats, which its members see as an aff�ront. The leader of the
Hispanic caucus and members of the black caucus spent Novem­
ber and December trading increasingly personal barbs.

The result is likely to be a referendum. That will drag the argu­
ment out  for months, and cost millions. And many Chicagoans
might reasonably ask, what is it really all about? When you look at
the voting record of council members (known as aldermen), Chi­
cago’s  ethnic  caucuses  matter  less  than  they  used  to,  says  Dick
Simpson,  a  former  alderman  and  academic  expert  on  Chicago’s
politics. Chicago now has fi�ve members of the Democratic Social­
ists  of  America,  and  its  Democratic  progressive  caucus  has  18
members.  Nowadays  blocs  like  those  matter  as  much  as  racial
ones. Indeed, the rise of these groups off�ers hope that one day Chi­
cago’s rather imperial mayors may face more public scrutiny and
accountability than they used to. Ms Lightfoot has already found it
trickier to get her measures through than past mayors.

So why is race, not ideology, at the core of the ward map debate?
The  problem,  suggests  Ms  Lightfoot,  is  that  while  the  machine
matters less to actual policy, it matters as much as ever in the elec­
tion of members. Despite some improvement, Chicago remains
hyper­segregated,  which  enables  racial  gerrymandering.  Ms
Lightfoot recounts how in the council wars of the 1980s, aldermen
had to wait over a dot­matrix printer for hours to try to estimate
the electoral results of diff�erent maps. Now they can create projec­
tions for any hypothetical ward almost instantly. Members worry
about  any  dilution  of  “their”  racial  bloc  vote,  and  with  it,  the
chance of their losing an election. “The basic blood sport of redis­
tricting hasn’t changed but the stakes are higher,” she says. When
it comes down to it, aldermen will put their cushy positions ahead
of a more principled politics. Otherwise, they lose.

An idea whose time has passed
It would be better if Chicago, and America, could do away with this
racialised politics. Most Hispanic and black voters, and indeed a
lot of white people, share the same interests: lower crime, better
jobs, better services and greater  investment  in  their neighbour­
hoods. Ethnic voting blocs are better suited to portioning out a pot
of city jobs and money to cronies than to improving things for all
voters. The black and Hispanic caucuses did not create this mach­
ine, and segregation meant they needed to win a seat at the table.
But that does not make it good. “I don’t think in my lifetime we’ll
get  beyond  the  infl�uence  of  race  in  politics,”  says  Ms  Lightfoot,
who is 59. Nevertheless, she says it has to be worth trying.

In  Washington  the  Black  Congressional  Caucus  has  become
less keen on racial gerrymandering in recent years. After decades
of  accepting  a  Devil’s  pact,  in  which  black  Democrats  got  safer
seats and Republicans got more seats, a  few of  its members are
now pushing for their seats to be split up, diluting the black vote
but  improving  Democrat  chances.  America’s  inequality,  its  vio­
lence and its urban blight may aff�ect black people disproportion­
ately. But it aff�ects voters of all colours. In the long run, counting
up voters and packing them into districts by the pigment of their
skin is not a good way to fi�x it. n�

Lexington

What Chicago tells you about racial politics in America

012



33The Economist January 1st 2022The Americas

Illegal drugs

A new narconomics

The event had  all  the  trappings  of  a
new­year celebration. Fireworks lit up

the  sky.  Young  men  danced  arm­in­arm,
singing, waving fl�ags and blasting music.
Only it was not an end­of­year party, but an
evening in July. The fi�reworks were accom­
panied by rounds of gunshots. And the rev­
ellers in Santiago, the capital of Chile, were
mourning a young man with alleged ties to
drug traffi�ckers during what was supposed
to be a national lockdown.

Chile has long been considered one of
Latin  America’s  safest  countries.  Yet  be­
tween May 2019 and December 2020 crimi­
nal gangs held nearly 800 so­called narco-

funerales, according to the country’s chief
of national police. Normally such grandi­
ose  aff�airs  are  associated  with  Mexican
drug  lords,  but  they  have  become  ever
more popular in a place which is becoming
ever more violent (prison murders in Chile
reached  a  four­year  high  of  at  least  61  in
2020).  It  is  just  one  sign  that  gangs  are
gaining clout across Latin America.

In  some  ways  this  is  surprising.  Co­
vid­19 hit Latin America hard. Many people

expected  it  to  hurt  drug  traffi�ckers,  too.
They were already under pressure, thanks
to  the  legalisation  of  marijuana  in  many
places  and  the  incarceration  of  various
kingpins  in  the  United  States  and  else­
where. When covid stopped young people
from clubbing, demand for party drugs like
cocaine and ecstasy was expected to fall. As
the global shutdown aff�ected the supply of
everyday goods, many observers thought it
might make it harder for gangs to lay hands
on the raw materials to make drugs, or to
ship their wares across borders. 

Instead  the  pandemic  has  confi�rmed
that  the  drug  business  is  resilient  and
adaptable.  Although  supply  chains  were
initially  aff�ected,  many  have  bounced
back. Gangs have exploited the chaos of co­
vid to attract fresh recruits, luring out­of­
school  children  in  Colombia  to  pick  coca

and  hiring  young  “cyber­mules”  to  move
profi�ts  around  in  cryptocurrencies.  They
have also branched out into other crimes. 

As the industry has changed, so too has
the policy of the United States towards it.
For  half  a  century  American  administra­
tions have tried, without success, to stem
the  fl�ow  of  drugs.  Now  President  Joe  Bi­
den’s  policy  appears  to  prioritise  stem­
ming the fl�ow of drug money. On Decem­
ber  15th  he  signed  two  executive  orders:
one  creating  a  national  council  to  fi�ght
transnational organised crime and anoth­
er  imposing  sanctions  on  24  groups  in­
volved in the drug trade. How much diff�er­
ence this will make remains to be seen.

The crystal shipping route
The profi�ts from selling illegal drugs are so
vast  that  dreaming  up  creative  ways
around  the  law  is  just  a  cost  of  business.
Prohibition has so far proven ineff�ective at
every step in the supply chain. In Colom­
bia,  which  produces  over  60%  of  the
world’s  cocaine,  the  army  eradicated  re­
cord amounts of coca in 2020 by hand. But
coca­growers simply planted new bushes.
So  despite  the  eradication  campaign  and
early disruptions caused by covid, cocaine
production reached record highs (see chart
on next page). 

Similarly  in  Peru,  the  world’s  second­
biggest producer, coca­leaf prices, at $1.40
a kilo, are half of what they were two years
ago.  Yet  it  remains  more  profi�table  than
other  crops,  says  Marianne  Zavala  of  the

ASUNCION, LIMA , MEXICO CITY AND QUITO

Latin America’s gangs have had a good pandemic
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national group of coca growers. (A small le­
gal market exists there for coca leaf.) 

Gangs, used to shipping their wares co­
vertly across borders, responded to nation­
al  lockdowns  more  innovatively  than
most. Mexican ones dug tunnels and fl�ew
drones across the border to keep supplying
cocaine  and  other  drugs  to  the  United
States, says Irene Mia at the International
Institute for Strategic Studies, a think­tank
in  London.  (Ms  Mia  formerly  worked  for
The Economist’s sister company.) 

Others were more brazen: in September
2021 one Brazilian gang stole three planes
from  an  airport,  including  one  belonging
to Almir Sater, a country singer. The First
Capital  Command,  a  Brazilian  criminal
network founded by prisoners in the 1990s
which tops Mr Biden’s list of groups to be
sanctioned,  relied  upon  corrupt  highway
and port offi�cials  to keep business going,
says  Marcos  Alan  Ferreira  at  the  Federal
University of Paraíba, in João Pessoa.

Move that dope
As  roads  closed  and  commercial  fl�ights
were  cancelled,  traffi�ckers  increased  the
proportion  of  drugs  they  moved  by  river,
lake  and  sea.  Like  other  businesses,  they
were frustrated by lengthy shipping delays
and  soaring  shipping  costs;  even  before
the  pandemic,  Brazil  and  Colombia  had
some of the highest costs in the world. So
many  increased  the  size  of  their  cargo  in
shipping containers. This has led, in turn,
to  record  hauls  of  cocaine  being  seized.
Others hired yachts and submarines. 

The  pandemic  also  sped  up  existing
trends. According to the us Drug Enforce­
ment Administration criminal groups now
mostly deal with customers through social
media or messenger apps, rather than us­
ing  the  dark  web  (although  such  markets
are  still  worth  around  $315m  annually).
Digitisation  has  increased  in  other  areas.
Cryptocurrencies such as Bitcoin, which is
now  legal  tender  in  El  Salvador,  make  it
easier to launder money. 

For years gangs have been moving into
newer  synthetic  highs,  such  as  metham­
phetamines and fentanyl, and more potent
pot strains. This trend appears to have ac­
celerated. According to fi�gures released by
Mexico’s  defence  department  in  Decem­
ber, 3,500kg of fentanyl, a synthetic opioid,
were  seized  between  2019­20,  compared
with 560kg between 2016­18. 

In  November  the  us attorney’s  offi�ce
announced that the largest haul of the past
two  years  of  meth  and  fentanyl  had  been
found in a truck near San Diego. Fentanyl is
more  potent  than  heroin;  tens  of  thou­
sands  of  Americans  die  each  year  from
overdoses of it. 

Just  as  legitimate  companies  are  con­
templating  more  post­pandemic  “reshor­
ing”,  so  too  can  gangs  make  these  drugs
nearer to home, says Scott Stewart, a secu­

rity analyst. Mexican gangs increasingly
produce what they used to import from Eu­
rope, sourcing raw materials from China.
In 2020 Brazil’s First Capital Command
used 38 medical and dental clinics as
fronts to procure chemical precursors, one
police investigation found. During a pan­
demic, it hardly looks suspicious for such
places to be stocking up.

In addition to diversifying the drugs
they sell, traffi�ckers are expanding into
other industries. Some steal cars or fuel
from pipelines, or money from banks. It
helps when police are staying at home to
avoid catching covid.

Once a gang has established a monopo­
ly of violence on its turf, it can control or
demand a cut from all the illegal activity
that takes place on it. It can also extort
money from legal businesses. Mexican
gangs do all this, and also prey on the mi­
grants who fl�ee illegally from Central
America to the United States. They are
reckoned to make up to $5bn per year from
helping migrants across borders, often
robbing them en route. Covid has prompt­
ed governments to close some borders al­
most entirely. This creates an opportunity
for gangs, who charge high fees to smuggle
people and goods, for example between
Venezuela and Colombia.

The criminal groups that have done
best out of the pandemic are those with
strong international networks. Mexican
gangs, some of which had been using the
Chilean port of Valparaíso to ship drugs be­
fore the pandemic, were well­placed to in­
crease activities there during it. But the na­
ture of such partnerships is changing.
Criminal networks are relying less on the
rigid control of traditional Colombian and
Mexican kingpins. To use management
jargon, they are decentralising. The First
Capital Command outsources “contract
work” to Paraguayan subsidiaries.

Such regional expansion has increased
violence across the Americas. Mexican
gangs have stirred up trouble in central
Chile to distract attention from their activ­
ities in the ports. Turf wars between rival

groups in Mexico or between Brazilian
gangs for access to traffi�cking routes and
natural resources in the Amazon are fl�ar­
ing up. In Tulum, a Mexican beach resort,
there have been three gang battles in the
past three months, including one in which
two tourists were killed in the crossfi�re.

Pockets of violence can be found across
the region. Amambay, a Paraguayan de­
partment on the drug route controlled by
the First Capital Command, has just 2.4%
of the country’s population, but in 2020 ac­
counted for nearly a third of its murders.

In Ecuador President Guillermo Lasso
declared a state of emergency in October
2021 to combat drug violence, following a
prison riot which killed 119 inmates. The
beheading of six people during the riots,
and a nationwide surge in street crime
alongside the killings, were taken as evi­
dence that two Mexican gangs, Sinaloa and
Jalisco New Generation, were fi�ghting a
proxy war to control supply chains. Such
extreme violence is rare outside Mexico.
But Christian Zurita, a local reporter,
thinks it is more likely that the brutality
represents a domestic struggle for market
share, caused by the splintering of Ecua­
dor’s biggest gang, Los Choneros.

When polled, most Chileans now say
that fi�ghting drug­traffi�cking is the most
important national­security issue, above
covid and climate change. Such concerns
pushed José Antonio Kast, a hard­right
candidate who had promised to ban narco-

funerales, into Chile’s presidential run­off�;
a contest he lost on December 19th.

These fears can be found across the re­
gion. According to a recent report from
Gallup, a pollster, people in Latin America
are, with those in sub­Saharan Africa, the
least likely to feel secure in their neigh­
bourhoods, as measured by trust in the po­
lice and feeling safe walking home.

The needle and the damage done
Most businesses have been forced to adapt
to the strange pandemic world: whether by
grappling with the mute button on Zoom
or dealing with shortages of basic goods.
Similarly, covid forced the First Capital
Command to become more sophisticated,
thinks Ryan Berg of the Centre for Strategic
and International Studies, a think­tank in
Washington. The group expanded into le­
gitimate areas—making hand sanitiser, for
example—and found new ways to launder
money. Other gangs are likely to expand in­
to legal industries, thinks Ms Mia.

But drugs remain the easiest source of
profi�ts for gangs, and will be so long as they
remain illegal. The pandemic appears not
to have curbed demand for most highs. Nor
have lockdowns prevented suppliers from
satisfying the ravenous demand for them.
Whatever global calamities buff�et drug
gangs, the rewards of their trade give them
a powerful spur to adapt. n�

Growing confidence
Colombia, coca, ’000 hectares

Sources: UNODC; US ONDCP
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The new left

Boric acid or placid?

Leftists cheered and investors trem­
bled when Gabriel Boric, a  former stu­

dent protester whose political coalition in­
cludes  the  Communist  Party,  won  Chile’s
presidential  election  on  December  19th.
Contrary to expectations, he beat José Ant­
onio Kast, a hard­right candidate, by a hef­
ty 11 percentage points. 

When  Mr  Boric  is  inaugurated  in
March,  he  will  be,  at  36,  Chile’s  youngest
president  in  two  centuries.  Preliminary
analysis  suggests  that  much  of  his  vote
came  from  younger  people,  particularly
women,  who  feel  fed  up  with  establish­
ment politics  (see chart). But how radical
will he be when in offi�ce?

Despite his grand plans to change Chile,
for much of his fi�rst year Mr Boric will be
constrained by three forces. He will govern
alongside an assembly that is rewriting the
country’s constitution, a process that start­
ed in response to violent riots against in­
equality  in  2019.  He  will  be  limited  by
Chile’s  Congress,  which  is  fragmented
among 22 parties. And he will pay a price if
he spooks markets too much. The relation­
ship between the presidency, the constitu­
tion­writers and legislators will determine
how far the country lurches to the left. 

When he started out in politics, Mr Bor­
ic made a name for himself railing against
the centrist parties that have governed the
country  since  the  end  of  Augusto  Pino­
chet’s  military  dictatorship  in  1990.  He
called the former centre­left president Ri­
cardo Lagos a “producer of discontent” and

claimed the Christian Democratic party
had done little but “torpedo transforma­
tions”, ignoring the fact that such centrist
parties oversaw years of impressive
growth and a big reduction in poverty. The
country grew at an average of 5% per year
between 1990 and 2018, and poverty fell
from 36% in 2000 to 9% in 2018. (Poverty
now stands at 11%.)

Since becoming a national deputy in
2014 Mr Boric has ruffl�ed Congress by
showing up with a mohawk, tattoos and—
most shocking to some—without wearing
a tie. More worryingly, in 2018 he visited a
former Communist paramilitary exiled in
France who is charged with assassinating
Jaime Guzmán, the author of the country’s

dictatorship­era constitution (he later
apologised for the visit). His initial presi­
dential manifesto included proposals to
revise free­trade agreements and require
companies to give half their board seats to
workers. On the campaign trail he prom­
ised that “If Chile was the cradle of neolib­
eralism, it will also be its grave.”

But after losing the fi�rst round to Mr
Kast, Mr Boric tempered his tone. He began
to work with the centre­left parties and
tweaked his manifesto after consulting a
group of centrist economists. He promised
to be tough on crime and recruited Izkia
Siches, the popular head of the doctors’ un­
ion, to lead his campaign. He smartened
up with a suit and new haircut. Having
won, he vowed to be the president “of all
Chileans” and to implement reforms “with
fi�scal responsibility”.

Many are unconvinced. His platform
remains radical. He vows to raise taxes by
8% of gdp over two four­year terms and
abolish private pension funds. He makes
grand promises, such as free public tran­
sport for all and universal health care
funded by a 7% levy on all workers, but
shows less enthusiasm for fostering the
economic activity that might help pay for
such things. His original manifesto, which
declared itself to be a feminist document,
mentions “gender” 90 times but “econom­
ic growth” only ten.

On December 20th he promised to can­
cel a big mining project on environmental
grounds. He also supported a policy that
would have let Chileans withdraw 10% of
their pension savings for the fourth time in
a year. This would have caused long­term
damage to pension pots and increased in­
fl�ation—which, at 6.7%, is already more
than double the central bank’s target.

Growing pains
Much depends on the two political bodies
that could limit Mr Boric’s plans. The con­
stitutional convention already skews to
the left, although it will choose new lead­
ers on January 4th that could temper its
radicalism. The institution that is most
likely to constrain him is Congress. A gen­
eral election in November left the Senate
split evenly between parties of the left and
right; Mr Boric’s coalition commands only
fi�ve seats. The lower house is also almost
tied, and Mr Boric’s coalition has only 37 of
155 seats. This should force him to seek
broad support for his proposals.

Mr Boric claims he is diff�erent from
old­guard leftists in the region. He calls
himself a social democrat and has criti­
cised leftist dictatorships in Cuba, Venezu­
ela and Nicaragua. Some hope that his gov­
ernment will be similar to that of Brazil’s
Luiz Inácio da Silva, or Lula, who moved
from the left to the centre when president
from 2003 to 2010. Moderates are holding
their breath. n�

SANTIAGO

Chile’s millennial president-elect has promised to end “neoliberalism”

Smells like millennial spirit
Chile, vote share in 2021 presidential election*
By age and sex, %

Source: Decide Chile *Second round
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Arab autocracy

Charter fights

Kais saied’s birthday is not until Febru­
ary,  but  his  speech  on  December  13th

contained an early gift to himself. Tunisia
has  been  in  crisis  since  July,  when  Mr
Saied,  the  president,  suspended  parlia­
ment  and  much  of  the  constitution.  He
told his constituents that Tunisia’s democ­
racy  was  broken  (many  of  them  agreed)
and portrayed himself as a sort of Cartha­
ginian  Cincinnatus,  called  on  to  save  the
state in its hour of need.

Mr Saied (pictured) promised two votes
in 2022: a constitutional referendum in Ju­
ly and a parliamentary election in Decem­
ber. First, though, he will oversee changes
to  the  national  charter.  A  constitutional­
law professor before he was president, Mr
Saied has long dreamed of remaking Tuni­
sia as an indirect democracy. Now he has
arrogated to himself the power to do so.

Thomas  Jeff�erson  once  wrote  that  a
country should remake its constitution ev­
ery 19 years; to sustain it longer would be
“an act of force”. In the Arab world, 19 years

now seems an eternity. Egypt is on its third
constitution in a decade. Tunisia will soon
join it. Syria and Libya are both meant to be
writing new charters.

Some of these were sincere exercises, as
newly  democratic  countries  rewrote  au­
thoritarian  charters.  Lately,  though,  it  is
authoritarian­minded  rulers  doing  the
writing.  Far  from  being  inviolable  state­
ments  of  national  principles,  constitu­
tions have become a cynical tool.

Mr  Saied’s  obsession  at  least  seems
rooted  in  sincere  belief.  For  most  Tuni­
sians,  though,  a  new  constitution  ranks
low  on  their  list  of  priorities.  Voters  are
more concerned about a sluggish economy
and an 18% unemployment rate. A growing
pile of debt (now 88% of gdp) threatens to
push the country into insolvency. Tunisia
can  ill  aff�ord  a  year  of  inaction—yet  the
president,  like  the  elected  parliament  he
suspended, seems to have few ideas for fi�x­
ing the economy.

Elsewhere,  motives  are  more  cynical.

Like Tunisia, Egypt decided to write a new
constitution after its revolution in 2011. A
100­member  committee  began  drafting  it
the  following  year.  Though  it  promised
transparency, much of  its work was done
in secret. Still, enough leaked out to make
for a fascinating exercise. There were heat­
ed debates over the role of sharia (Islamic
law) and the rights of women.

Debate over the constitution would last
longer than the constitution itself. Abdel­
Fattah al­Sisi, an army general, seized pow­
er in 2013, barely six months after the con­
stitution  was  adopted.  The  armed  forces
oversaw the writing of a new one.

During  his  second  term  as  president,
though,  Mr  Sisi  ran  into  a  problem:  the
constitution forbade him from seeking re­
election. His regime found a creative sol­
ution. Mr Sisi’s four­year term was retroac­
tively extended to six. The two­term limit
was  preserved—but  since  his  fi�rst  lasted
for only four years,  it was discounted, al­
lowing  him  to  seek  a  third.  The  amend­
ments  were  a  mockery  of  constitutional
law. But they served their purpose. Nearly
90% of voters approved them in a referen­
dum (it helped that no one was allowed to
campaign against the changes). Mr Sisi can
claim a popular mandate to rule until 2030.

More cynical yet is Bashar al­Assad, the
Syrian dictator. Since 2019 the un has over­
seen  a  committee  meant  to  draft  a  new
constitution for his war­hobbled country.

DUBAI

Autocrats in the Middle East and north Africa love writing 
(and ignoring) constitutions
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Its  150  members were chosen equally by
the regime, the opposition and the un. The
eff�ort  has gone as expected. It took two
years  of  bickering for members to agree
that they should start writing.

If  a  document does emerge from this
process, no one expects Mr Assad to follow
it.  The  current constitution, after all, be­
gins by declaring Syria a “democratic state
with  full sovereignty”. In fact he runs a
bloodthirsty dictatorship in which he al­
lows his foreign backers to run amok. Later
articles guarantee freedom of expression,
which  may come as a surprise to thou­
sands of protesters languishing in squalid
dungeons. For Mr Assad, the committee is
a way to pretend he is serious about politi­
cal reform; for his opponents, it is a way to
pretend they are still relevant.

Where they enshrine the rights of citi­
zens, constitutions are routinely ignored.
Egypt’s also guarantees freedom of speech,
which has not stopped judges from jailing
countless critics of the regime. On Decem­
ber  20th a court sentenced two bloggers
and a lawyer to fi�ve years in prison on non­
sensical charges of “spreading false news”.

The political elite seem to think consti­
tutions are there to protect them. Take Leb­
anon, where citizens are meant to vote for
a  new  parliament in May. The election
comes  amid a punishing economic crisis
that  has seen much of the population
pushed  into poverty. There is widespread
fury  at  the political class. Campaigners
have urged the sprawling diaspora to regis­
ter,  hoping expats will feel less loyalty to
traditional parties. Almost 245,000 Leba­
nese  abroad signed up, compared with
93,000 in the previous election.

Michel Aoun, the president, worries
this may hurt the Free Patriotic Movement
(fpm), the Christian party he founded. Un­
der  the  current electoral law, expats vote
like any other Lebanese, in their home dis­
tricts. The fpm sought instead to carve out
six  seats for the diaspora, limiting their
votes to a small corner of the 128­member
parliament. When lawmakers rejected the
proposal, Mr Aoun turned to the constitu­
tional council, arguing that the system de­
prived the diaspora of its right to represen­
tation.  (His appeal failed.) He has shown
rather less concern for other constitution­
al rights, like freedom of expression. Over
the  summer he endorsed criminal penal­
ties for people who insult politicians.

Then there is Libya, which spent much
of  2021  debating whether to write a new
constitution or elect a new president fi�rst.
It  decided on the latter, with the vote
scheduled for December 24th. After
months  of uncertainty, the election was
delayed at the last minute—in part because
it  is  hard to have a proper electoral law
without  a constitution. Having too many
charters is bad, but perhaps having none at
all is worse. n�

Israel and the Golan Heights

There to stay

Mevo hama has magnifi�cent views of
three countries. On its western side is

a  sheer  cliff� dropping down to the Sea of
Galilee and northern Israel. To the south is
another steep drop, into Jordan. And
across the mountain plateau to the east is
Syria  (see map). The kibbutz was estab­
lished  shortly after Israel seized most of
the  Golan Heights from Syria during the
Six­Day War in 1967.

On  December 26th the Israeli cabinet
posed in front of the stunning views after a
special  meeting in Mevo Hama. The gov­
ernment, led by Naftali Bennet, the
nationalist prime minister, had just ap­
proved a plan to spend 1bn shekels ($317m)
on  thousands of new homes and infra­
structure in the Golan, with the aim of dou­
bling its population (currently 52,000) by
the end of the decade.

The  Golan is one of four territories
grabbed by Israel during the six­day war. It
handed the Sinai peninsula back to Egypt
after  agreeing to a peace deal in 1978. It
withdrew from the Gaza Strip in 2005
(though  it occasionally returns in force).
And the fi�nal status of the West Bank has
not yet been determined.

But Israel has long justifi�ed its position
in the Golan by claiming self­defence. Syr­
ia had sometimes used the high ground to
shell  Israeli farms in the Galilee below.
After Israel took over, it expelled some Syr­
ians,  established Jewish settlements and
built army and intelligence posts. In 1981 it
formally annexed 1,800 square kilometres
of  the  strategically valuable territory. Ne­
vertheless, there were negotiations to re­
turn it to Syria, as part of a broader peace
deal, in the 1990s. They went nowhere.

Most of the world believes that Israel’s

annexation of the Golan is illegal. Yet only
the Syrian regime of Bashar al­Assad and
Israeli environmental groups, concerned
about the region’s fl�ora and fauna, loudly
objected to the new development plan.
Few countries want to see the Golan re­
turned to the murderous Mr Assad, even if
they are uncomfortable with the precedent
being set. Ministers from Labour and Me­
retz, left­wing parties that in the past sup­
ported a deal with Syria, voted in favour of
the building plans.

About half of the Golan’s population are
Druze Arabs, who receive Israeli services
and can request citizenship. Still, most
have retained their Syrian identity, often as
an insurance policy in case Israeli rule
does end. Ordinary Israelis tend to view the
Golan as a holiday destination. It is home
to the country’s only ski resort. And where­
as many Israelis fear going to the occupied
West Bank, terror attacks in the Golan are
rare. Attempts by Iran and its proxies to en­
list the Druze in their fi�ght against Israel
have had little success.

Mr Bennet said the development plan
was prompted, in part, by America. In 2019
it became the fi�rst big country to recognise
Israeli sovereignty in the Golan. Donald
Trump, the president at the time, justifi�ed
the decision using Israel’s logic of self­de­
fence—though it also seemed timed to
benefi�t Binyamin Netanyahu, then Israel’s
prime minister, who was in a tough race for
re­election. In gratitude, Israel named a
settlement in the Golan after Mr Trump.

Messrs Trump and Netanyahu have
since been voted out of offi�ce, and most of
the golden letters on the sign for “Trump
Heights” have been torn off�, probably by
vandals. But the Biden administration
shows no signs of reversing Mr Trump’s
decision. Whether Mr Bennet plans to
spend a few of those billion shekels on new
lettering is less clear. n�
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A quiet annexation encounters
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Africa’s economy

Bean counters

As a child Sowedi Lwanga used to col­
lect and sell the loose coff�ee that had

fallen outside the hulling factory where he
lived in Mityana, central Uganda. He start­
ed a trading business when he was still in
secondary school. Coff�ee is a “common
man’s charter”, he says. “You jump out
from your bed, you [pick up] your weigh­
ing scales and money, and you go.” He has
come a long way: last year he bought and
processed 27 tonnes of coff�ee, which he
sold to an exporter.

Middlemen like Mr Lwanga are the hu­
man infrastructure of African economies.
Big cash crops, such as coff�ee, cocoa and
cashew nuts, are grown on small, scattered
farms, often far from any tarmac. Some­
how they must reach the warehouses of a
few giant companies, before being shipped
abroad. By solving this conundrum, mid­
dlemen help turn the harvest of a million
gardens into cappuccinos and chocolate
bars enjoyed thousands of miles away.

In the colonial era, and for a long time
afterwards, the state dominated. In many
African countries export monopolies for
cash crops were granted to state marketing
boards, which bought from farmer co­op­
eratives. That system acted like a heavy tax
on farmers, who were paid poorly for their
produce and were often barred from sell­
ing to anyone else. It was also prone to cor­
ruption. In the 1980s, as a condition for
loans, the World Bank and imf pushed Af­
rican governments to stop acting as over­
mighty agricultural middlemen.

Few countries embraced the new ortho­
doxy as enthusiastically  as  Uganda.  The
coff�ee marketing board was stripped of its
export monopoly, co­operatives collapsed
and multinational  fi�rms  rushed  in.  The
share of the coff�ee export price that went to
farmers rose from  just  20%  in  1989  to
around 75% today,  though  they  were  no
longer insulated  from  wild  swings  in  the
price itself. The reforms also restructured
rural life. The reign of the bureaucrat was
over; the rise of the middleman had begun.

The Ugandan coff�ee trade is now a free­
for­all, built on trust and treachery. More
than a million  farmers  keep  coff�ee  trees,
typically grown  alongside  other  crops  in
plots smaller  than  a  football  fi�eld.  They
usually sell to middlemen on motorcycles,
who sell to larger traders with trucks, in a
chain that stretches to the foreign­owned
fi�rms which dominate exports.

Stories of fraud abound. Middlemen of­
ten mix well­dried  coff�ee  with  moister
beans, which  are  less  desirable.  Another
trick is to cheat  the  exporters  by  bulking
out sacks with  waste  husks,  then  bribing
testers to look  the  other  way.  Mr  Lwanga
says that he used to prise open his weigh­
ing scales and slip a coin into the mecha­
nism, so that  he  could  take  more  coff�ee
from farmers than he paid them for. These
days he has forsaken such deceit. “In busi­
ness you have to be trustworthy,” he says. 

Reputation  matters  because  middle­
men seal deals  with  little  more  than  a
handshake. In the absence of strong agri­

cultural banks, they often double as mon­
eylenders, paying cash in advance. Some­
times a middleman will pre­buy an entire
fi�eld at a knockdown price when the trees
have only just fl�owered. That refl�ects fi�erce
competition  for  coff�ee.  But  the  relation­
ships  thus  established  may  also  keep  cli­
ents loyal. Joseph Kisitu, a farmer, says that
he usually goes to the same trader, even if
others off�er a better price, because the man
has  always  been  there  with  instant  cash
when he needs to sell in a hurry.

And  farmers  do  need  money  quickly,
for  emergencies  like  hospital  bills.  That
weakens  their  bargaining  power.  By  con­
trast, big traders can obtain credit from ex­
porters, which cascades down the chain to
the  smallest  of  middlemen.  This  fl�ow  of
capital only partly “fi�lls the gap” in rural fi�­
nance, says Michael Mugisha, a researcher
who previously worked at a coff�ee export­
er. It also traps farmers in a “pervasive pro­
cess  of  indebtedness”,  leaving  them  with
little surplus at the end of the season to in­
vest in improving productivity.

Middlemen are driven by volumes, not
quality. Some buy coff�ee before it is ready,
says  Apollo  Kamugisha,  an  offi�cial  at  the
coff�ee regulator, which is trying to impose
stricter  sanctions  on  traders  who  deal  in
unripe cherries. A similar challenge arises
in  many  countries,  notes  Paul  Stewart  of
TechnoServe,  a  non­profi�t  that  works
across  Africa.  Farmers  need  incentives  to
deliver  good  coff�ee,  “and  often  the  only
way to do that is to shorten the chain”.

One solution is to organise farmers into
groups.  The  Uganda  Coff�ee  Farmers  Alli­
ance,  a  producer  body,  is  trying  to  revive
co­operatives. But the leaders of a group in
Mityana  district  complain  that  traders
slightly  outbid  them  for  their  members’
coff�ee, and thus reap the rewards of the fer­
tiliser  and  training  the  co­operative  has
provided. It takes co­operatives a fortnight
or more to pay for the coff�ee they receive.
Some are poorly managed. 

An alternative model is for big export­
ers  to  buy  directly  from  farmers.  They
increasingly  source  Arabica  coff�ee  this
way,  because  the  premium  for  certifi�ed,
single­origin  beans  more  than  covers  the
transaction costs. But for cheaper Robusta
varieties, which make up 78% of Ugandan
coff�ee, cutting out the middleman is usual­
ly more trouble than it’s worth. “You can’t
be  everywhere,”  says  an  executive  at  one
foreign­owned exporter.

Traders  themselves  feel  they  deserve
recognition  as  the  lifeblood  of  a  system
which,  if  nothing  else,  is  unusually  effi�­
cient.  More  than  3,000  of  them  are  now
members of an association which aims to
raise standards and eliminate sharp prac­
tice. “We are not here to spoil the game,” ar­
gues Amos Kasigi,  its chairman. “It is the
middleman who has been supporting the
farmers to keep the industry running.” n�

MITYANA

Uganda’s coff�ee trade shows why middlemen matter
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East Asian relations

The view from Tokyo

The first reliable records of an offi�cial
mission  from  Japan  to  China  date  to

238ad,  when  Himiko,  a  Japanese  queen,
dispatched  a  delegation  to  China’s  Wei
kingdom, off�ering as tribute ten slaves and
two 20­foot­long textiles. By the 7th centu­
ry the Yamato, a clan that ruled much of Ja­
pan at the time, was regularly sending en­
voys  with  tributes  to  the  Sui  and  Tang
courts.  Japan  adopted  China’s  system  of
writing; Japanese monks and scholars ab­
sorbed China’s religions.

Japan has remained a close, if wary, ob­
server of its bigger neighbour over the cen­
turies. In the late 1970s and 1980s, motivat­
ed in part by guilt over wartime atrocities,
Japan  helped  China  modernise.  Japanese
fi�rms  were  among  the  fi�rst  to  tap  into  its
growing  market.  Japanese  leaders  also
raised  early  alarms  over  Chinese  expan­
sionism,  especially  after  the  two  clashed
between 2010 and 2012 over some uninhab­
ited rocks in the East China Sea, which Ja­
pan  calls  the  Senkaku  Islands  and  China
calls Diaoyu. “We warned the us: this is not
a small compartmentalised issue between
Japan  and  China,  but  a  sign  of  a  growing

power in the region,” says Sasae Kenichiro,
a former Japanese ambassador to America.

Such views fell on deaf ears in America
and Europe, where leaders were focused on
the benefi�ts of  integrating China  into  the
global  economy.  Yet  in  recent  years  Chi­
nese aggression in Hong Kong, repression
in Xinjiang and sabre­rattling around Tai­
wan  have  made  many  Western  govern­
ments more suspicious, too. As they enter
an era of competition with China, Japan’s
perspective  is  being  sought  anew.  Some
prominent  American  and  British  offi�cials
have begun to talk of bringing Japan (and
others  in the region,  including South Ko­
rea) into the Five Eyes, an Anglophone in­
telligence­sharing  network,  in  the  hopes
of  improving their understanding of Chi­

na. “Fifteen years ago, if I talked to [West­
ern colleagues] about the negative aspects
of China, I was treated as a right­wing, Chi­
na­hating, Japanese scholar,” says Matsuda
Yasuhiro, a China specialist at the Univer­
sity of Tokyo. “Now people listen to us.”

Japanese observers of China now speak
of three worrying trends. The fi�rst is Chi­
nese  overconfi�dence.  “They  truly  believe
that the West is in decline,” says Kanehara
Nobukatsu, a former Japanese deputy na­
tional­security  adviser.  Japanese  scholars
reckon that Chinese leaders are not postur­
ing when they claim their political system
is superior to America’s messy democracy.
Some  notice  worrying  parallels  with  Ja­
pan’s own cocksure stance in the run­up to
the second world war. “We are always re­
minding them of our past mistakes before
the war,” says one former senior Japanese
diplomat. “They say, ‘Are you joking, we are
totally diff�erent.’ But in our eyes there are
increasing similarities.”

The second is a shift from collective to
individual  leadership  under  Xi  Jinping,
China’s  president.  Japanese  offi�cials  fret
that in its dependence on the decisions of
one  man,  China  is  becoming  more  like
North  Korea.  Indeed,  Mr  Xi,  in  this  view,
may be even more isolated than the Swiss­
educated Kim Jong Un, North Korea’s dicta­
tor. “Xi doesn’t know the free world at all—
I’m sure that Kim knows our world better,”
says Mr Kanehara. 

Lastly, there is the state of the Chinese
economy.  Mr  Xi’s  recent  crackdown  on
large  private  companies  amid  a  push  for
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“common prosperity” has left many in To­
kyo  worried  about  the  future  of  Chinese
growth. “The Chinese are coming to us and
encouraging  us  to  invest  more,  they  are
saying don’t miss the boat,” says an adviser
to  a  major  Japanese  bank.  “But  when  the
Chinese say this, it means they have a pro­
blem.” China’s support for overseas infra­
structure  projects  through  its  signature
Belt and Road Initiative has dropped dra­
matically  in recent years—a sign the Chi­
nese economy faces “serious problems” at
home, argues Maeda Tadashi, governor of
the Japan Bank for International Coopera­
tion,  the  state­owned  overseas  develop­
ment­fi�nance body. 

A slowdown in China would have dras­
tic implications for Japan’s own economy:
China  sucks  in  22%  of  its  exports,  more
than  any  other  country.  Japanese  China­
watchers fear it may also push Mr Xi to di­
vert attention from a faltering economy by
stirring  up  nationalist  passions  with  ad­
venturism around Taiwan or the Senkaku/
Diaoyu Islands. Still, many Japanese schol­
ars  remain  more  sceptical  than  those  in
America  that  war  over  Taiwan  is  immi­
nent,  says  Aoyama  Rumi  of  Waseda  Uni­
versity in Tokyo. Japanese experts assume
Mr Xi will not endanger his own power by
launching  a  risky  all­out  invasion  of  Tai­
wan’s main island any time soon. 

As  elsewhere,  military  and  security
types tend to be more worried than politi­
cal analysts about Mr Xi’s possible willing­
ness to use force to take Taiwan. Yet even
they tend to be more equivocal than their
American  counterparts.  “The  timeframe
could  range  signifi�cantly,”  says  General
Yoshida Yoshihide, chief of staff� of Japan’s
ground  forces.  “It’s  diffi�cult  to  say  some­
thing  defi�nite,  like  ‘within  six  years’,”  as
one  American  admiral  suggested  to  Con­
gress  in  2021.  Japanese  observers  worry
more about “grey zone” activities that fall
short  of  a  full­on  invasion,  from  cyber­
attacks to incursions into Taiwan’s waters
by the Chinese coast guard or a land­grab
of Taiwan’s outlying islands. 

Those worries have fuelled a shift in Ja­
pan’s  own  China  policy.  Before  the  pan­
demic, Japan and China had been enjoying
a period of relative bonhomie. Abe Shinzo,
Japan’s prime minister at the time, sought
to  stabilise  relations  after  the  Senkaku/
Diaoyu  clashes,  and  invited  Mr  Xi  for  a
state  visit  in  April  2020.  Covid­19  halted
those  plans.  Kishida  Fumio,  Japan’s  new
prime minister, has tried to tread carefully,
but has nonetheless taken several hawkish
early  steps.  His  cabinet  includes  a  new
minister for “economic security”, charged
in  part  with  lessening  reliance  on  China
for  critical  supplies.  He  also  appointed
Nakatani  Gen,  a  former  defence  minister
known as a China hawk, as a human­rights
tsar, with an eye towards taking a tougher
stance on Chinese abuses in Xinjiang and

Hong Kong. A stimulus package passed in
November  included  an  unusual  ¥774bn
($6.8bn) earmarked for additional defence
spending  to  accelerate  purchases  of  new
missiles and aircraft.

In 2022 Japan and China will mark the
50th  anniversary  of  the  normalisation  of
post­war relations. There is little appetite
for celebrations. In 2021 some 71% of Japa­
nese said China posed a “threat”, up from
63% in 2020. Likewise, 66% of Chinese had
negative views of Japan, up from 53%. 

The two militaries agreed this week to
improve  their  communications  chan­

nels—a  welcome  step,  but  also  a  sign  of
how  worrying  tensions  have  become.  Mr
Kishida has demurred at a visit by Mr Xi,
while stopping short of offi�cially rescind­
ing the invitation. He also decided that Ja­
pan will not send any cabinet ministers to
the  Beijing  Olympics  in  February,  only  a
handful of sporting offi�cials. Japan will not
call  the  move  a  “diplomatic  boycott”,  as
America and other allies have. But no one
in  China  will  mistake  the  slimmed­down
delegation  for  the  tributary  missions of
yore. The next phase of Japan’s and China’s
long history is likely to be turbulent. n�

Ban lao rueng does not resemble a
den of iniquity. A two­hour drive

from Bangkok, the Thai capital, the
restaurant caters to families and old folk.
Gauzy curtains frame the windows and
doilies decorate bags of cookies on sale at
the counter. The menu features such
classics as tom yum soup and khanom

pang na moo (crispy pork toast). Yet a
closer look reveals the presence of an
illicit ingredient: cannabis. 

Illicit, that is, until recently. For de­
cades Thailand, like many other Asian
countries, harshly punished anyone
caught with the demon weed. But the
government has turned over a new leaf.
In 2019 the country became the fi�rst in
Asia to legalise pot for medical purposes.
A year later the government announced
that parts of the plant containing less
than 0.2% thc, the psychoactive com­
pound in cannabis, could legally be used
in cosmetics and food. In November last
year Ban Lao Rueng became the fi�rst

restaurant in the country to serve canna­
bis­infused dishes. At least a dozen more
have since sprung up. 

What accounts for the reversal? There
is growing awareness in government that
Thailand’s punitive drug­control regime
is ineff�ective. Relaxing cannabis laws
was also politically expedient. In order to
make up the numbers to form a co­
alition, Thailand’s ruling party needed
the support of Anutin Charnvirakul, the
leader of a small party that campaigned
to have the green stuff� partially decrimi­
nalised. He was appointed deputy prime
minister and health minister, and al­
lowed to keep his promise. 

There is a long tradition in Thailand
of cooking with cannabis. Thais began
mixing the plant, which is native to Asia,
into herbal remedies and then food
centuries ago. Even after it was crimi­
nalised in 1934, many Thais carried on
cooking with it. Chakree Lapboonruang,
a 30­something Bangkokian, says his
father regularly tossed cannabis leaves
into the pad gaprao (basil chicken stir­
fry) he cooked for the family. “When you
have something tasty, [cannabis] makes
it better,” Mr Chakree says. “It’s just like
msg, except it’s natural.”

Food­and­drink companies are seeing
green. In April Ichitan, Thailand’s biggest
teamaker, launched two drinks infused
with terpene, a compound responsible
for cannabis’s pong. The Pizza Company,
a Thai fast­food chain, recently intro­
duced “Crazy Happy Pizza”; its toppings
include one deep­fried cannabis leaf.
Weed is good for business, says Mr Chak­
ree, an owner of Kiew Kai Ka, a trendy
restaurant in Bangkok. There is not
enough thc in the food to make people
high. Yet when customers eat dishes
from his restaurant’s cannabis menu, he
laughs, they “get hungrier”. 

Cooking with cannabis

Pot cuisine

PRACHINBURI

thc is the new msg

Mum always said to eat leafy greens 
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Politics in South Korea

Merciful Moon

Offi�ce  workers around  Gwanghwa­
mun Square in central Seoul breathed a

collective sigh of relief just before Christ­
mas.  Ever  since  Park  Geun­hye,  a  former
president,  was  sent  to  prison  for  corrup­
tion  and  abuse  of  power  in  2017  her  sup­
porters had been staging noisy protests in
the middle of South Korea’s capital, calling
for her release. Even after mass rallies were
banned in a bid to stem the spread of co­
vid­19, lone protesters with megaphones or
speakers  mounted  on  vans  continued  to
make  the  rounds  of  the  square.  Now  si­
lence  prevails.  On  December  24th  Moon
Jae­in,  Ms  Park’s  successor  as  president,
announced  he  would  pardon  her  and  set
her free on New Year’s Eve.

Few  observers  expected  Mr  Moon  to
make  that  decision.  The  president,  who
has only a couple of months left in offi�ce
before  his  successor  is  elected  on  March
9th,  was  swept  into  power  in  2017  after
months  of  protests  against  Ms  Park’s  ad­
ministration.  The  protests,  known  as  the
candlelight  movement,  led  to  her  being
impeached as well as indicted for such of­
fences as extorting bribes from conglomer­
ates and pressing a university into admit­
ting a close friend’s daughter. 

When  Mr  Moon  took  offi�ce,  he  prom­
ised to honour the spirit of the movement
and break with the old ways of the political
establishment,  including  abandoning  the
custom  of  pardoning  former  presidents
who had been convicted of corruption. He
stuck to the promise for most of his term in
offi�ce,  pardoning  people  more  sparingly
than his predecessors. 

Yet  Ms  Park’s  deteriorating  health  and
the  approaching  end  of  his  term  seem  to
have  prompted  Mr  Moon  to  change  his
mind. His offi�ce said he hoped the decision
would  heal  political  divisions  and  help
usher in an era of national unity, and asked
those  who  opposed  the  pardon  for  their
understanding, given Ms Park’s ailments.

As  it  turned  out,  the  left­wing  base  in
Mr Moon’s Minjoo Party showed little such
understanding.  Left­wing  newspaper  edi­
torials and spokespeople for organisations
that  led  the  protests  against  Ms  Park  ac­
cused  him  of  betraying  the  candlelight
movement. His party, which was apparent­
ly  not  privy  to  the  decision  before  it  was
announced, issued a terse statement not­
ing that pardons were the president’s pre­
rogative. Lee Jae­myung, the Minjoo party
candidate  to  succeed  Mr  Moon,  who  had

A presidential pardon catches South
Korea by surprise

Climate change

Prayin’ won’t do
you no good

On december 16th Typhoon Rai made
landfall in Siargao in the south­eastern

Philippines. With sustained winds of
195kph and gusts of up to 240kph, the
storm barged westward and slightly north­
ward, the eye making eight more landfalls
in the Philippine archipelago, where it is
known as Typhoon Odette, before sweep­
ing out over the South China Sea, spinning
just as violently as when it fi�rst hit land. It
was the strongest storm to batter the Phil­
ippines in 2021.

The blasts of wind and the storm surges
they whipped up onto the seashore, along
with drenching rain that turned water­
courses  into  torrents,  fl�ooding  lowlands
and  setting  off�  landslides,  combined  to
gouge out a path of death and destruction
across  the  southern  and  western  Philip­
pines.  Half  a  million  homes  were  dam­
aged:  fl�imsily  built  buildings  were  blown
down;  more  sturdy  structures  had  their
roofs  wrenched  off�.  Trees  were  uprooted,
crops fl�attened and livestock killed. Fish­
ing  boats  were  smashed.  Bridges  were
washed away and roads covered in debris.
Water, power and phone lines were cut off�.

By December 29th Typhoon Rai had dis­
rupted the lives of 4.2m people. The storm
had spurred more than 720,000 people to
fl�ee  their  homes,  and  560,000  were  still
displaced.  Nearly  400  people  had  been
killed and more than 1,100 injured. Anoth­
er 83 remained missing. Offi�cial estimates
put the cost of damage to infrastructure at
16.7bn pesos (about $330m) and to agricul­
ture at 5.3bn pesos.

Meanwhile,  Malaysia  is  experiencing
its  worst  fl�ooding  in  decades.  Torrential
rain since December 16th has caused rivers
to overfl�ow their banks, leaving vast tracts
submerged,  houses  damaged  and  people
stranded  without  food,  medical  attention
or,  ironically,  water.  The  fl�oods  have  left
nearly  70,000  people  displaced  in  430
evacuation centres in eight states and had
killed at least 48 by December 28th. An offi�­
cial at the environment ministry described
the downpour as something that “only oc­
curs once every hundred years”.

The two events are not directly related.
The  fl�oods  in  Malaysia  were  caused  by  a
mix of a tropical depression, the seasonal
monsoon and Typhoon Rai, Azizan Abu Sa­
mah, a meteorologist at Universiti Malaya
in Kuala Lumpur, told ChannelNewsAsia, a
regional news website and channel.

But Philippine typhoons and Malaysian

fl�oods are connected in that both are likely
to  become  more  intense.  As  climate
change  causes  temperatures  to  rise,  the
warming atmosphere will hold more mois­
ture,  leading  to  more  rain  and  making
fl�oods  more  common.  Typhoons,  which
draw their strength from energy stored as
heat in the oceans below them, will inten­
sify  too:  most  of  the  heat  gained  by  the
planet  as  a  result  of  climate  change  is
stored  in  the  oceans.  The  latest  report  by
the  Intergovernmental  Panel  on  Climate
Change,  a  un­backed  body,  found  that  it
was likely that the proportion of storms in
categories 3, 4 and 5 has increased over the
past  40  years.  The  trend  is  projected  to
worsen as the earth warms.

Yet the reaction in both countries has,
depressingly,  centred  more  on  political
point­scoring than preparing for future di­
sasters.  In  Malaysia  an  opposition  law­
maker claimed that a motion to discuss the
fl�oods in the lower house had been reject­
ed.  The  speaker  denies  ever  having  re­
ceived such a motion in the fi�rst place. 

In the Philippines Rodrigo Duterte, the
president,  visited  Siargao  and  warned  lo­
cals not to trust politicians who visited to
be  photographed  against  the  backdrop  of
destruction and suff�ering. (An election to
choose his successor is due in May.) He jok­
ingly urged displaced islanders to squat on
private property and scavenge wood from
coconut trees felled by the storm to build
new  homes.  His  speech  drew  cheers  and
laughter from his audience. 

Yet  in  all  likelihood,  Filipinos  living
along the path carved by Typhoon Rai will
soon set about doing just what Mr Duterte
suggested,  and  what  many  in  the  south
have done before: rummaging through the
debris  for  materials  to  build  new  homes
strong enough to last only until the next ty­
phoon comes along to blow them down. n�

MANILA AND SINGAPORE

Extreme weather in Malaysia and the
Philippines is a sign of worse to come

What Typhoon Rai left behind 
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What do the chief executives of
Adobe, Alphabet, ibm, Match

Group (which owns Tinder), Microsoft,
OnlyFans (a subscription service featur­
ing content creators in various stages of
undress) and Twitter have in common?
All seven happen to be of Indian origin.
That is not surprising considering the
abundance of subcontinental talent
drifting into Western companies: in
recent years Indians have been granted
well over two­thirds of America’s h­1b

visas for highly skilled workers.
But these particular bosses share

something else, too. They are all top­
caste Hindus. Four are Brahmins. Tradi­
tionally associated with the priesthood
and learning, this pinnacle of the caste
pyramid’s 25,000­plus sub­groups makes
up just 50m or so of India’s 1.4bn people.
The other three ceos come from castes
traditionally associated with commerce
or “scribal” professions such as book­
keeping. These groups account for a
similarly slim section of the pyramid’s
capstone: the 30% of Hindus that the
government classes as “forward” castes,
as opposed to the 70% who fall among
such categories as “backward” or “sched­
uled” castes (Dalits, formerly known as
untouchables) and “scheduled tribes”. 

And that is surprising, because across
India’s own boardrooms it is not Brah­
mins who predominate. Members of the
former priestly caste tend to excel less in
business than in fi�elds such as academia,
science and the law. A quarter of Su­
preme Court judges in the past 15 years
have been Brahmins, and three of India’s
four Nobel prizes in science have been
won not just by Brahmins, but by a small­
er subset of Tamil Brahmins.

India’s business bigwigs have instead
come largely from traditional trading
communities of the Vaishya or merchant

castes. Consider the fi�rst 20 entries in the
Forbes list of India’s wealthiest in 2021.
Twelve happen to be Banias, a Vaishya
sub­caste of Hindu or Jain moneylenders
and traders from north­western India that
accounts for less than 1% of the country’s
population. Five of those Bania billion­
aires also happen to be Marwaris, a tightly
intermarried group of merchant families,
originally from Rajasthan, that includes
many of India’s earliest industrialists. 

Of the non­Banias, nearly all come
from groups with a similarly long associa­
tion with commerce. Three of the top 20
are Parsis (Zoroastrians), a tiny minority
that has long packed an oversized entre­
preneurial punch. Among them is Cyrus
Poonawalla, whose Serum Institute of
India is the world’s biggest maker of vac­
cines. The sole Muslim on the list (and
India’s most generous philanthropist),
Azim Premji, also comes from a tradition­
al merchant group, the Khojas, Nizari
Ismaili Shias originally from Gujarat. Only
one, India’s third­richest man, Shiv Nadar,
is from an offi�cially “backward” class, but
his rural South Indian Nadar caste has

been upwardly mobile for a century,
having long ago shed its traditional
association with tapping palm wine.

The hold of traditional merchant
groups extends deeper into India’s busi­
ness world than the top tier. A study from
2010 of the country’s 1,000 biggest com­
panies found that some 93% of board
members came from “forward” castes.
Fully 46% were Vaishyas. Another study
in 2016, looking at a database of 1,530
listed companies, revealed that just fi�ve
upper­caste, mostly Vaishya, surnames
accounted for a tenth of 10,078 company
directors. After eliminating repetitions
and adjusting for varied spelling, the
researchers found that some 500 were
either Agrawals or Guptas, among the
two most common Bania surnames.

So why are Indian Brahmins doing
better in business abroad? One answer is
that because business in India favours
those with established networks, tal­
ented Brahmins have tended to emigrate.
A tradition of bookishness has made it
easier for them to pass exams and enter
the countries with the greatest opportu­
nities. Affi�rmative action in India has
pushed them away, too. When the moth­
er of Kamala Harris, America’s vice­
president, was seeking a college educa­
tion, quotas for lower castes had made it
far harder for Tamil Brahmins to gain
admission. So she applied for a schol­
arship in America, earned a phd and
became a cancer researcher. 

If India has conferred on other coun­
tries an immense amount of talent, it has
also exported some of the most troubling
aspects of caste. For the past 18 months a
California court has been hearing a suit
fi�led by a Dalit employee at a Silicon
Valley fi�rm, demanding compensation
for alleged discriminatory treatment by
higher­caste bosses. 

Why Brahmins lead Western firms but rarely Indian ones

Banyan Caste away

been  noisily  against  a  pardon,  said  that
while there was no point in opposing a de­
cision that had already been made, Ms Park
ought to apologise once more to those who
were harmed by her crimes. 

The conservative opposition welcomed
the  pardon.  But  it  complained  that  Mr
Moon had also released Lee Seok­ki, a pro­
North  Korean  fi�rebrand  who  was  serving
time  for  treason,  and  restored  the  civic
rights of Han Myeong­sook, a former left­
wing  prime  minister  who  served  a  two­
year sentence for bribery from 2015 to 2017.

Despite the taint to Mr Moon’s legacy as

the  “candlelight  president”,  the  political
benefi�ts for the outgoing president and his
camp  may  well  end  up  outweighing  the
costs of pardoning Ms Park. Reports of the
disgraced former president’s ill health are
credible; she is likely to remain in hospital
for several weeks before being sent home.
Had  she  died  a  prisoner  on  Mr  Moon’s
watch  just  a  few  weeks  before  the  presi­
dential  election,  the  resulting  outrage
might well have  tipped the scales against
his party’s candidate.

Besides the fate of his political succes­
sors, Mr Moon may also have had his own

future  in  mind.  South  Korean  presidents
often  fi�nd  themselves  being  investigated
for  corruption  after  leaving  offi�ce.  Lee
Myung­bak,  Ms  Park’s  predecessor,  is  in
prison  serving  a  long  sentence  for  graft.
Roh  Moo­hyun,  who  preceded  him,  com­
mitted suicide shortly after leaving offi�ce,
during a corruption probe into close aides
and family members. Mr Moon’s eff�orts to
curb the power of the prosecution service
have not endeared him to prosecutors, one
of whom is now the presidential candidate
for the opposition. He may be hoping his
successor remembers his act of mercy. n�
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Covid-19 in Xi’an

The price of zero 

For much of the pandemic, the lives of
most  people  in  China  have  remained

relatively normal except for hassles caused
by  tough  border  controls  and  occasional
disruptions to internal travel. For the 13m
residents of the western city of Xi’an, that
changed on December 23rd when offi�cials
imposed one of the country’s biggest lock­
downs since the covid­19 pandemic began.
Four  days  later  the  rules  were  tightened
further. Residents can leave home only to
be tested for the disease. No one may leave
or enter Xi’an without approval. 

The measures are in response to a tiny
outbreak in the city. As The Economist went
to press, fewer than 1,000 people had test­
ed  positive.  But  China  has  a  “zero­covid”
policy: any case is leapt upon, with harsh
local  lockdowns to make sure  there  is no
spread. The authorities have not reported
any infections involving the Omicron var­
iant in Xi’an (they believe the outbreak be­
gan early in December with a case import­
ed from Pakistan). Only a handful of cases
of Omicron have been reported elsewhere
in China. They must be nervous about  it,

however.  The  variant  spreads  faster  than
Delta,  which  has  been  the  main  type  de­
tected  recently  in  China.  Omicron  can
evade  the  antibodies  which  the  immune
system  produces  in  response  to  vaccina­
tion and infection. Offi�cials are anxious to
avoid any covid­related disruptions to the
Winter Olympics, which are due to be held
in and around Beijing in February. 

Cases  of  any  variant  have  been  rare:
America  currently  records  more  in  a  day
than China has discovered throughout the
pandemic. Extraordinary levels of testing,
the  mobilisation  of  armies  of  quarantine
enforcers  and  contact­tracing  apps  have
helped. Offi�cials are punished if cases are
discovered in their areas. Twenty­six have
been  disciplined  in  Xi’an.  On  December
27th the city began testing its entire popu­
lation for the virus, taking 6.4m samples in

just one day. Other countries are trying to
come  to  terms  with  the  idea  that  sars­
CoV­2,  thanks  to  growing  immunity
against it, is becoming just another respi­
ratory virus with which all must live. China
is still trying to crush it. 

China’s worries are compounded by the
performance  of  locally  made  vaccines,
which  are  the  only  ones  available  in  the
country.  Earlier  in  December  China  said
more  than  80%  of  its  people  were  fully
jabbed. But a study by Hong Kong’s medical
schools,  published  on  December  23rd,
found  that  antibodies  produced  in  re­
sponse to CoronaVac, one of the common­
ly used vaccines, do not prevent infection
with Omicron after either a second dose or
a booster. (Boosters commonly used in the
West are more eff�ective.) This means Chi­
na’s high vaccination rate will do  little  to
tamp  Omicron’s  spread.  Like  other  vac­
cines,  however,  those  used  in  China
should  off�er  good  protection  against  se­
vere disease and death. 

In  America,  Europe  and  South  Africa,
Omicron has driven growth in cases that is
more  rapid  than  any  since  the  pandemic
began.  Omicron’s  high  transmissibility  is
likely to force China to play more whack­a­
mole by locking down cities. 

Even before the cases in Xi’an, precau­
tions  surrounding  the  Winter  Olympics
were intense. The government had banned
non­essential  attendees,  such  as  foreign
fans, and imposed strict “closed­loop” pro­
tocols  for  athletes,  trainers  and  support

Millions are being confined to their homes in one of China’s biggest cities.
Such lockdowns could become commoner, and costly

→ Also in this section

44 Xi’s secret speeches

— Chaguan is away
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staff� to prevent contact with other people.
An outbreak seeded by someone who en­
ters China for the games, or disruption of
the event by domestically transmitted cas­
es,  would  be  bad  news  for  a government
that  prides  itself  on  its  covid­controlling
expertise. Xi’an’s travails will put the coun­
try on even higher alert. 

For  China,  there  is  no  clear path to­
wards  a  more  relaxed  approach. Around
250m of  its people have still not received
two jabs, even though China is now vacci­
nating children as young as three. No mat­
ter  how  long  China  keeps its borders
closed, the virus is not going to disappear.
When the country opens up again, whatev­
er variant is circulating will fi�nd its way in,
creating  what  is  often  called an “exit
wave”—an upsurge of cases caused by a re­
laxation of covid­related restrictions.

Two things may help China manage the
transition, says Ben Cowling, an epidemi­
ologist at the University of Hong Kong. One
is  its  possible  development of new vac­
cines that confer higher levels of immuni­
ty. If China could revaccinate a large num­
ber of its people with such drugs, it could
reduce the impact of the exit wave. But as
yet no such vaccine is on the horizon.

Nature  itself  may  also  lend a hand. If
sars­CoV­2 evolves to become less likely to
cause serious illness, an exit wave will no
longer  be  so  worrying.  Omicron shows
hints of this property. It causes asymptom­
atic disease at a greater rate than previous
variants.  Four  independent laboratory
studies from around the world have shown
that Omicron replicates very poorly in lung
tissue compared with older variants, but is
much better at doing so  in  the upper air­
ways.  This  suggests  a  virus  that is more
transmissible, but less dangerous.

Western hospital systems are watching
their patient numbers closely, looking for
indications  that  Omicron  does indeed
pose less of a danger. One promising sign is
that  the  proportion  of  covid patients ad­
mitted  to  hospital  in  London who need
ventilation is lower than at any other time
during the pandemic. But a big wave of less
severe disease could still be a disaster for
China  if  it does not  improve its own vac­
cines, or abandon its politically motivated
opposition to importing better ones.

China  has  been  waging  what it calls a
“people’s  war”  against  the  virus. In one
sense this has worked. Even accounting for
dodgy statistics and state control of infor­
mation, China has got through the fi�rst two
years of the pandemic with only a tiny pro­
portion  of  the  death  and  disease seen in
other  countries,  and  without suff�ering
long­term economic damage. An exit wave,
however  big,  is  unlikely  to  bring China’s
death toll up to levels seen elsewhere. But
it might undermine the Communist Party’s
eff�orts to present itself as uniquely capable
of controlling a terrible scourge. n�

Classified directives

Decoding Xi

In november 2022 Xi  Jinping will  have
served for ten years as China’s leader. In

the  coming  months,  state  media  will  be
fi�lled with fawning tributes to his decade
in power. Yet they will give little inkling of
how he makes decisions or interacts with
colleagues. Even more than his predeces­
sors, Mr Xi operates in the shadows. China
has  published  many  volumes  of  excerpts
from his speeches. Only recently, however,
has a rare leak of secret versions off�ered a
glimpse  of  how  Mr  Xi  communicates  be­
hind the scenes at a time of crisis, and how
the bureaucracy responds. 

The cache comprises four talks, all deli­
vered  in  2014.  They  relate  to  the  party’s
campaign against the “three evil forces” of
terrorism,  separatism  and  religious  ex­
tremism in the far­western region of Xin­
jiang, where nearly half of the population
of 26m people—which is about the size of
Australia’s—belongs  to  a  mostly  Muslim
ethnic group, the Uyghurs. 

Copies  were  obtained  in  2019  by  the
New York Times, along with numerous oth­
er  classifi�ed  documents  about  Xinjiang.
The newspaper described it as “one of the
most  signifi�cant  leaks  of  government  pa­
pers  from  inside  China’s  ruling  Commu­
nist Party in decades”. But it did not release
the  full  texts.  Only  in  recent  weeks  have
these emerged. They were submitted by an
unknown source to a group in London in­
vestigating  human­rights  abuses  in  Xin­

jiang, known as the Uyghur Tribunal. 
There can be little doubt about their au­

thenticity.  Several  Western  scholars  have
testifi�ed  to  their  credibility,  including
Adrian Zenz, a German academic. Mr Zenz
has been at  the forefront of research into
China’s establishment in Xinjiang of a net­
work  of  “vocational  education  training”
centres in which perhaps 1m Uyghurs have
been  held  captive,  without  any  legal  pro­
cess, since 2017. 

Most  analysis  of  the  four  speeches,
which contain a total of about 36,000 Chi­
nese characters, has focused on what they
suggest about Mr Xi’s role in the decision­
making  that  led  to  the  building  of  these
camps. They provide no proof that, in 2014,
he was thinking about creating a gulag into
which so many people would be tossed, of­
ten  for  trivial  signs  of  devotion  to  their
faith or culture, such as praying too much.
But they did call for much tougher action
against the three evil forces. 

On  March  1st  2014  a  group  of  eight
Uyghurs armed with knives had stormed a
train  station  in  Kunming,  a  city  in  the
south­west,  killing  31  people.  State  media
had  compared  the  shock  caused  by  this
bloodshed to the September 11th attacks in
America. On May 22nd fi�ve Uyghurs drove
two suvs into a market in Urumqi, the cap­
ital of Xinjiang, and detonated explosives,
killing 43 people. 

One  of  the  speeches  was  delivered  in
Beijing  just  six  days  after  the  violence  in
Urumqi at a meeting of leaders to discuss
policy on Xinjiang. At the time, state media
published  only  a  few  quotations  from  it,
but they clearly refl�ected Mr Xi’s rage. They
quoted  him  as  calling  for  “walls  made  of
copper  and  steel”  and  “nets  spread  from
the earth to the sky” to catch terrorists as if
they were “rats in the street”. 

The classifi�ed text of that speech as well
as  of  the  three  others,  which  were  deli­
vered by Mr Xi during a tour of Xinjiang in
April 2014, contain the outlines of a strat­
egy for curbing the violence. But they are
not  an  explicit  blueprint.  In  them,  Mr  Xi
did not directly call for the measures that
have unfolded since 2017 and have prompt­
ed America to accuse China of genocide. In
addition to the internments, these have in­
cluded forced sterilisations and the press­
ing of hundreds of thousands of Uyghurs
into  forced  labour.  On  December  23rd
America’s president, Joe Biden, signed into
law a ban on all imports from Xinjiang un­
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Even in secret, China’s leaders are wont to be cryptic
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less  they  can  be  proven  not  to  have  in­
volved such coercion (see Business). 

The paucity of specifi�c prescriptions is
typical of speeches by the general secretary
that are circulated at lower levels of the bu­
reaucracy.  These  ones  were  included  in  a
classifi�ed  publication  called  Zhongban

Tongbao,  or  “General  Offi�ce  Circular”.  Even
in this restricted forum, speeches may be
edited,  leaving  almost  as  much  room  for
interpretation  as  those  released  publicly
(offi�cial  translations  of  Mr  Xi’s  speeches,
for  consumption  by  foreigners,  are
stripped of sensitive content with particu­
lar rigour). The ones delivered in April 2014
were  reissued  two­and­a­half  years  later
for distribution to all party committees in
Xinjiang at the level of county or urban dis­
trict—a  relatively  wide  circulation  not
used for the most secretive directives.

Offi�cials at lower levels have to read be­
tween  the  lines.  In  the  versions  that  are
now  available,  Mr  Xi’s  speeches  do  not
make  this  easy.  They  include  sweeping,
hardline calls to action (“show no mercy”).
But they are surprisingly leavened with ap­
peals for tolerance and respect for Uyghurs
and  their  religion.  Any  outsider  reading
them in 2014, or the three that were repub­
lished  in  2016  on  the  eve  of  the  gulag’s
opening, would not have imagined the de­
gree and scale of repression to come. 

It is likely that other orders transmitted
through  the  bureaucracy  by  diff�erent
means—such as directives given by propa­
ganda  offi�cials,  the  security  services  and
Xinjiang’s  party  boss,  Chen  Quanguo—
would have steered offi�cials to seize on Mr
Xi’s harshest words, as he probably intend­
ed  (Mr  Chen  was  replaced  on  December
25th by the governor of Guangdong prov­
ince, Ma Xingrui, but kept his other job as a
member of the ruling Politburo). 

Mr  Xi’s  occasional  more  moderate  or
even  progressive­sounding  statements—
such as those condemning discrimination
against Uyghurs—were downplayed. They
never  appeared  in  state­controlled  media
or in public reports of speeches by senior
offi�cials in Xinjiang. 

Hammer them hard

Over time bureaucrats, and Mr Xi himself,
have preferred and rewarded the most dra­
conian  interpretation  of  his  vision.  Such
was  the  case  following  another  secret
speech  by  Mr  Xi  that  was  subsequently
leaked.  Delivered  shortly  after  he  took
power  in  2012,  it  was  a  warning  against
ideological  laxity.  The  Soviet  Union,  he
said,  had  collapsed  because  nobody  had
been “man enough to stand up and resist”.
A fi�erce clampdown on dissent ensued. 

When  Mr  Xi  gave  his  speeches  about
Xinjiang,  offi�cials  there  would  already
have sensed a hardening mood. Earlier that
year Ilham Tohti, a Uyghur academic who
had called for greater protection of his eth­

nic  group’s  identity,  had  been  arrested  in
Beijing (later in 2014 he was sentenced to
life in prison for separatism). Surveillance
of  Uyghurs  was  becoming  more  intense,
with ubiquitous police checkpoints. Toler­
ance was not the watchword. 

Mr Xi’s words provided the cue. He said
the three forces had deep roots and that an
“extremely  fi�erce”  fi�ght  was  needed  to
eradicate them. “Three feet of ice does not
come from a day of cold,” Mr Xi said. He la­
mented  weaknesses  in  China’s  intelli­
gence­gathering,  calling  for  improve­
ments in the use of “big data technology”
as well as of “grassroots” informants. “Bin
Laden was found with the help of inform­
ers,” he said. He urged offi�cials to be forev­
er  “chasing  and  fi�ghting,  pressing  and
fi�ghting,  digging  and  fi�ghting,  not  giving
violent  terrorists  any  chance  to  breathe”.
And, he thundered, “Those who should be
seized should be seized, those who should
be  sentenced  should  be  sentenced.  There
must be no one above the law.” 

At the time, the laws in Xinjiang provid­
ed no obvious basis for putting Uyghurs in
camps  to  “deradicalise”  them,  as  offi�cials
describe one of their aims. But Mr Xi told
the  authorities  in  Xinjiang  to  draft  local
regulations  to  fi�ght  terrorism.  They  duly
promulgated new rules in 2017. These were
revised  the  following  year  to  make  the
point clearer, specifi�cally calling for the es­
tablishment  of  “education  and  training
centres”.  Mr  Xi  said  people  in  Xinjiang
must develop “immunity” against the “in­
fection”  of  religious  extremism.  As  Mr
Zenz notes, this metaphor was later adopt­
ed by offi�cials when justifying the camps.

Mr Xi’s warnings against “chauvinism”
by  ethnic­Han  Chinese  towards  Uyghurs
made sense. “If people feel they are not in­
cluded or respected, it will create a feeling
of dissatisfaction or alienation. In the ex­

treme  it  can  lead  to  racial  animosity,”  he
said  in  one  speech.  “If  this  happens,
wouldn’t we fall into the very trap that hos­
tile forces have deliberately set?” He cited
examples in history of ethnic groups dis­
appearing,  and  declared  it  would  be  “a
great political mistake” to try to cause this. 

But it is not clear how sincere Mr Xi was
in urging tolerance. The party has a long re­
cord  of  declaring  how  enlightened  it  is,
even  as  it  ruthlessly  crushes  dissent.  He
urged  that  Han  Chinese  offi�cials  spend
time with Uyghurs in their homes, in posi­
tive language that encouraged bonding be­
tween ethnicities. This instruction turned
into  a  terrifying  programme  of  billeting
Han offi�cials with Uyghur families to spy
on and intimidate them. He called for the
“optimisation”  of  the  population  ratio  of
southern  Xinjiang,  apparently  meaning
there  should  be  a  more  even  balance  of
Han  Chinese  and  Uyghurs.  His  wording
suggested  he  meant  that  more  Han  Chi­
nese should settle in the region. What fol­
lowed  was  a  campaign  involving  forced
sterilisations  that  caused  a  sharp  reduc­
tion in the birth rate of Uyghurs.

Mr  Xi  presumably  intended  to  give
Uyghurs  a  bashing  when,  in  2016,  he  ap­
pointed Mr Chen, the offi�cial who has just
been  replaced,  as  party  chief  in  Xinjiang.
This  was  a  recognition  of  Mr  Chen’s  past
success  in  imposing  draconian  security
measures as party boss in Tibet. Mr Chen
was promoted to the Politburo the follow­
ing year, as the camps in Xinjiang were fi�ll­
ing. Mr Xi has said nothing in public about
these  facilities.  But  at  a  meeting  in  2019
with an approving Donald Trump, Mr Xi at­
tempted  to  justify  their  existence,  wrote
John Bolton, the American president’s na­
tional  security  adviser  at  the  time,  in  a
memoir. China’s offi�cial news agency, Xin­
hua, has said Mr Chen will be given anoth­
er job. A promotion is possible. 

Offi�cials who may have felt tempted to
play  up  Mr  Xi’s  more  moderate­sounding
remarks  would  soon  have  thought  twice.
As Xinjiang’s chief, Mr Chen purged thou­
sands  of  local  offi�cials  for  being  “two­
faced”—that  is,  failing  to  fi�ght  the  three
forces vigorously enough. 

One  of  them  was  Wang  Yongzhi,  the
party  secretary  of  Yarkand,  a  county  in
southern Xinjiang. Mr Wang was detained
in  2017  after  he  had  “illegally”  released
thousands  of  detainees  from  the  camps,
according  to  the  documents  obtained  by
the Uyghur Tribunal. He confessed that by
releasing  these  inmates,  he  had  planted
“time  bombs”  threatening  social  stabili­
ty. A secret government report said he had
refused “to arrest all those who should be
arrested”. As he should have remembered,
Mr Xi had ordered as much. n�

The Xinjiang documents referred to in this
article can be found at uyghurtribunal.com
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Addictive behaviour

Can you get hooked on video games?

When china’s government  censors
books,  bars  “eff�eminate  men”  from

television or spoon­feeds Communist Par­
ty dogma to schoolchildren, liberals agree
that its behaviour is shockingly repressive.
But  when  in  August  it  banned  children
from playing video games for most of the
week, liberals who happened to be parents
were in two minds. Yes, restricting the un­
der­18s to an hour of gaming a day, on only
three nights a week, was rather drastic. But
perhaps it might be good for them? 

China’s  government  argues  that  video
games are addictive. This fear is not new.
Two decades ago players of “Everquest”, an
early  online  game,  ruefully  dubbed  their
hobby “Evercrack”. Gaming­addiction clin­
ics have spread from China and South Ko­
rea to the West (Britain’s ritzy Priory clinic
treats gaming addiction as well as staples
such as sex, shopping and cocaine). 

Now  the  World  Health  Organisation
(who) has lent support to the Chinese po­
sition. On January 1st the latest edition of
its International Classifi�cation of Diseases

(icd), a manual widely used by doctors and
health­insurance fi�rms, comes into force.
For the fi�rst time it recognises an affl�iction
it calls “gaming disorder”. 

It is tempting to dismiss all this as just
another  moral  panic  about  an  arriviste
form  of  entertainment.  Twenty  years  ago
games were condemned for making play­
ers violent, when there is no evidence that
they do. But the argument matters, and not
just  to  parents  exasperated  by  their  off�­
spring’s  preference  for  “Fortnite”  over
maths or old­fashioned social interaction.
Newzoo, a consultancy, puts global video­
game revenues at $170bn in 2020, far ahead
of music or cinema, and growing quickly. 

The  idea  that  computer  games  can  be
addictive stems from a change in how psy­
chologists  understand  addiction.  For  ma­
ny years  it  required a physical substance,
such as nicotine or morphine, on which a
patient  could  become  hooked,  says  Rune
Nielsen, a psychologist at the it University
of  Copenhagen.  That  began  to  change  in
the  late  1990s,  with  the  idea  that  people

could become addicted to pleasurable be­
haviours as well as drugs. 

For one such behaviour, that defi�nition
is  fairly  uncontroversial.  “Not  many  peo­
ple these days dispute the idea that you can
become addicted to gambling,” says Mark
Griffi�ths,  a  psychologist  at  Nottingham
Trent University. But, he says, that line of
thinking also “opens the theoretical fl�ood­
gates” to defi�ning all sorts of other fun ac­
tivities as “addictive” in ways that stretch
most people’s understanding of the term.
Besides gaming, Dr Griffi�ths studies addic­
tions to exercise, sex and work. One paper,
published in 2013 (not written by Dr Grif­
fi�ths)  surveyed  keen  tango­dancers  and
found  that  around  40%  might  qualify  as
“addicts” under the new paradigm. 

Besides  gambling,  which  was  already
included  in  the  icd,  video­gaming  is  the
only  behavioural  addiction  on  the  who’s
list.  Diagnosis  relies  on  compulsive  use
and  negative  consequences.  Like  other
junkies, those suff�ering from “gaming dis­
order”  put  their  next  hit  over  most  other
activities,  even  if  that  it  causes  harm  in
other parts of their lives. 

That  a  few  players  develop  unhealthy
relationships  with  their  pastimes  seems
hard to argue with. Psychologists describe
gamers  who  forgo  sleep,  offl�ine  relation­
ships  and  work.  Rows  with  families  are
common.  Many  call  themselves  addicts,
and  struggle  to  kick  their  habits.  Hilarie
Cash,  the  clinical  director  of  restart,  a

Games-makers’ latest business models have bolstered the case that you can
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game­addiction  clinic  near  Seattle,  says
many of her patients arrive having been ex­
pelled  from  school  or  university,  after
gaming  swamped  their  schoolwork.  The
vast  majority,  she  says,  are  male.  “I  get
phone calls from people saying that video
games have ruined their life just as much
as  gambling,”  says  Dr  Griffi�ths,  who  says
that the evidence on video­gaming is much
stronger than for other behavioural addic­
tions, such as to sex or work. 

But the concept is still fuzzy. And even
researchers  who  agree  that  games  can  be
addictive in a medical sense disagree over
how  common  such  addiction  is.  Dr  Cash
reckons 10% of Americans may meet some
of the diagnostic criteria. Dr Griffi�ths says
that even a rate of 1% is surely far too high.
“If that were right, there would be a clinic
in  every  city,”  he  says.  Rune  Mentzoni  of
the University of Bergen in Norway thinks
that games probably can be addictive, yet
he worries that some diagnostic question­
naires  rely  on  loaded  questions.  “Some­
times you’re asked if you play games to get
a  break  from  negative  thoughts  or  feel­
ings,” he says. “But for other pastimes, like
painting or exercise, that would be seen as
a perfectly healthy behaviour!”

One  possibility  is  that  obsessive  gam­
ing  is  a  symptom,  or  coping  mechanism,
rather than a disorder in its own right. “At
least  half  those  with  gaming  problems
have a depressive disorder. Another  third
have  anxiety,”  says  Andrew  Przybylski  of
the Oxford Internet Institute. “There have
always been people who are a bit socially
awkward, and interested in systems rather
than other people,” says Dr Nielsen. In the
past  they  might  have  taken  up  chess  or
model  railways,  he  says.  That  does  not
mean either activity is addictive in itself. 

The new rules of the game
While psychologists argue about terminol­
ogy, it is also worth looking at incentives.
Buying a video game used to be a one­off�
transaction. Developers had no insight in­
to  how—or  even  whether—customers
played their games. But these days, many
of the most popular games rely on a “free­
mium” business model, in which the game
itself is cheap or free and money is made
from in­game purchases of things like ex­
tra lives or virtual clothing. Newzoo reck­
ons 73% of the industry’s revenues in 2020
came from free­to­play games (see chart). 

That  model  ties  revenue  directly  to
playtime. Many such games are  therefore
designed—often  with  the  help  of  profes­
sional psychologists—to be as compelling
as  possible.  Designers  speak  of  building
games up by nesting and layering smaller
“gameplay  loops”.  These  are  quick­fi�re
tasks—like  shooting  an  enemy  or  con­
structing  a  new  building—that  reward
players with points, in­game items or even
just a quick glow of satisfaction. 

Developers mine the psychological lit­
erature for insights. One well­known re­
sult, fi�rst shown in rats in the 1950s, is that
semi­random rewards (where completing
a task may sometimes provide nothing,
sometimes a small payout and occasional­
ly a big one), are more compelling than
predictable ones. That insight is used in al­
most all game design. “Candy Crush Saga”,
a popular pattern­matching game, gives
players extra rewards for fi�nding unusual
combinations on the board, providing an
unpredictable but enjoyable reward when
the tiles fall in the right place.

A more overt tactic is to punish players
who do not log in regularly. “Adopt Me”, a
subgame in “Roblox”, in which players care
for virtual pets, provides in­game benefi�ts
to players who log in at least every 15 hours.
In “Farmville”, players who neglect their
virtual crops will see them wither—though
they can be revived for a price.

Other tricks are designed to persuade
players to convert playtime into purchas­
es. Virtual items are bought with in­game
currencies, such as gold, crystals or the v­
Bucks used in “Fortnite”. Studies of people
using foreign currencies suggest that unfa­
miliarity helps them spend more freely.
(This is one reason, says Dr Mentzoni, why
casinos use chips.) Players who run out of
lives in “Candy Crush” can wait half an
hour before playing again, or pay money to
dive straight back in. In 2018 King, the de­
veloper of “Candy Crush”, told Britain’s
Parliament that one player had spent
$2,600 on lives and other in­game perks in
a single day (though, to be fair, the digital
goodies did last him seven months).

The analogy with gambling can be seen
most clearly with “loot boxes”—virtual
treasure­chests that contain a randomised
assortment of in­game goods. The “fifa”
series, for instance, off�ers a mode in which
players build a football squad from players
they fi�nd in virtual packs of cards that can
be bought with real money. Dr Mentzoni
has calculated that, assuming average
luck, in the 2018 edition of the game it
would take around €10,800 ($12,200) to as­

semble the best possible team.
Some fi�rms load the dice with user­re­

tention in mind. In “Hearthstone”, from
Activision­Blizzard, a big game publisher,
players again collect cards, this time repre­
senting dragons, orcs and the like, with
which they do battle. Unlucky players will
have the odds adjusted behind the scenes
to boost their chances in future purchases.

Moreover, all these features can be
tweaked using analytics data, harvested
from a game’s players. Developers can run
experiments with everything from diffi�­
culty curves to the price of diff�erent in­
game items and see the eff�ects on user­re­
tention or revenue. King extols the use of
data to help “make our titles irresistible”.

From the few not the many
Hard data are tough to come by. But for
most players, the impact of this psycholog­
ical engineering seems limited. Most free­
mium gamers spend nothing. Documents
from a recent court case show that 70% of
revenues on Apple’s App Store came from
games. Most of that, in turn, comes from a
small cohort of big spenders. And the vid­
eo­game industry is hardly the only one to
use psychological hacks to boost sales. “It’s
not an accident that the milk is always at
the back of the supermarket while the
chocolate bars are near the tills,” notes one
games­industry veteran.

Nonetheless, politicians—and not just
in China—are beginning to worry. Belgium
and the Netherlands have declared that
loot boxes should be regulated as gam­
bling. New rules in Britain, the world’s
fi�fth­largest market, require protection for
players under the age of 18. who recogni­
tion is likely to boost diagnoses of gaming
disorder, regardless of its true prevalence,
because it gives doctors an offi�cial diag­
nostic code to record it.

A few developers will quietly confess to
unease about how their products work. In a
talk at the Game Developers Conference in
2019, the Oxford Internet Institute’s Dr
Przybylski worried about the industry’s de­
fensiveness, and warned his audience to
brace for new rules, sin taxes and fi�nes. He
has argued—with limited success so far—
that games fi�rms should give academics
access to internal data, hoping this might
settle the question of whether games really
can be “addictive” in a medical sense.

In the meantime, there are tentative ef­
forts at self­regulation. The Entertainment
Software Association, an American trade
body, points to parental controls off�ered by
smartphone fi�rms like Apple and Google,
which can limit play time or spending. uk

Interactive Entertainment, another trade
body, runs an education campaign called
“Get Smart About play”. The problem with
self­regulation, of course, is that it can be
interpreted as admitting that at least a few
customers do have a problem. n�

Pay up, pay up and play the game
Global video-games-market revenue
By type of spending, %

Source: Newzoo
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Global law firms

Soliciting success

Amessy world is  great  news  for  those
whose business it is to sort through a

mess.  One  group  in  particular  has  had  a
fabulous  time  of  late.  “Business  demand
across  every  market  has  been  strong,”
beams  Elliott  Portnoy,  chief  executive  of
Dentons,  the  world’s  fourth­biggest  law
fi�rm by revenues. In 2021 Dentons, a pro­
duct of a series of combinations, including
one  six  years  ago  with  Dacheng,  a  large
Chinese practice, may bring in over $3bn in
gross billings. In the past 12 months it has
added 1,000 or so lawyers to its head count,
which  now  numbers  over  12,000,  and
opened offi�ces around the world. It has to
turn away business for lack of capacity.

Dentons is not an isolated exhibit. Big
law is on a tear. The 100 biggest global fi�rms
look on track handily to surpass their com­
bined  revenues  of  $128bn  in  2020  (see
chart  on  next  page).  Kirkland  &  Ellis,  an
American giant which has topped the rank­
ings in recent years, is expected to rake in
annual  billings  of  more  than  $5bn,  more
than twice as much as  in 2015. Profi�ts for
each  equity  partner,  an  industry  bench­
mark, have risen by more than 6% at over

half  of  the  300  biggest  global  fi�rms,  esti­
mates Peter Zeughauser, a consultant who
advises many of them. At the fastest­grow­
ing 75 they have shot up by double digits.
Equity partners at America’s top 100 fi�rms
could take home as much as $2.5m each on
average. “Every law fi�rm I know, every one,
has had a record profi�t,” marvels David Wil­
kins of Harvard Law School, whose semi­
nar  on  the  legal  business  is  popular  with
big­law chiefs. And this breakneck growth
is  coinciding  with  signifi�cant  changes  in
the profession’s time­honoured ways.

The bonanza is the result of ballooning
demand for legal services and falling costs.
Thanks to pandemic­era restrictions, vari­
able expenses such as travel and entertain­
ing clients have plummeted. Despite their

starchy  reputations  many  fi�rms  have  dis­
played  managerial  fl�exibility.  The  accou­
trements  of  the  legal  professions—from
leather­bound  tomes  and  yellow  pads  to
dark  suits—were  readily  discarded  in  fa­
vour  of  Zoom,  Google  docs  and  sweat­
pants. Working from home became a con­
venient pretext to bill around the clock.

Even  as  overheads  have  declined,  de­
mand  for  lawyerly  advice  has  swelled.
Firms  bracing  for  a  repeat  of  the  drought
that followed the global fi�nancial crisis of
2007­09, when only bankruptcy practices
did  brisk  business,  have  instead  found
themselves swamped. Mergers and acqui­
sitions (m&a), the biggest money­spinners
for  lawyers,  will  exceed  $5trn  in  value  in
2021,  obliterating  the  previous  record  of
$4.2trn in 2015. Private­equity deals, from
fundraising to divestments, are booming.
So are stockmarket listings (including via
complex special­purpose acquisition com­
panies, or spacs), as well as delistings (par­
ticularly  of  Chinese  companies  from
American  exchanges)  and  relistings  (of
those  same  companies  in  Hong  Kong  or
Shanghai,  at  the  tacit  behest  of  the  Com­
munist Party). 

At  the  same  time  the  law  fi�rms’  non­
transaction  business,  which  has  histori­
cally been more placid, is picking up. Gov­
ernments around the world are preparing
to regulate areas from data and diversity to
climate.  The  European  Union  may  soon
pass two sweeping laws governing digital
markets and services, which could ensnare
rich  clients  such  as  Apple,  Alphabet  and

NEW YORK

As big law gets bigger, it looks ever more like its corporate clients
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Meta.  American  trustbusters  are  redisco­
vering their pep under President Joe Biden.
His  Chinese  counterpart,  Xi  Jinping,  is
cracking down on the private sector across
the board. 

A  global  deal  to  make  multinational
companies pay more taxes and to divvy up
the  spoils  more  equitably  between  coun­
tries is expected to be approved in the next
few  months.  Businesses  are  also  under
growing  pressure  from  investors  to  con­
form  to  environmental,  social  and  gover­
nance standards, which involve new legal
instruments. On top of that, Dentons fore­
sees a “very busy trial year” in 2022. Law­
yers  report  that  the  prosecution  of  Eliza­
beth  Holmes,  accused  of  fraud  at  her
blood­testing  startup,  Theranos,  has
prompted entrepreneurs and fi�rms touting
imperfect products to seek legal advice. Ms
Holmes denies  the charges.  If she  is con­
victed,  law  fi�rms  expect  such  consulta­
tions to intensify.

All these “are challenges for businesses
and  bright  spots  for  lawyers”,  says  Jeroen
Ouwehand,  global  senior  partner  of  Clif­
ford  Chance,  a  big  London  fi�rm.  To  make
the  most  of  the  brightness,  law  fi�rms  are
shaking  up  their  management  model.  In
many ways, they increasingly look an aw­
ful lot like their large corporate clients. 

Culturally, the biggest shake­up is tak­
ing  place  in  the  area  of  compensation.
Large fi�rms have historically doled out pay
to  partners  based  on  seniority.  The  ap­
proach has many virtues, not least promot­
ing  collegiality  among  many  people  who
live  to  argue.  But  it  requires  the  richest
practices  such  as  m&a to  cross­subsidise
less lucrative ones. And, as one partner at a
global fi�rm puts it, “It only works if all the
partners work like maniacs, and everyone
is making a ridiculous amount of money.” 

Pay scales of justice
For  the  rainmakers,  it  increasingly  does
not work. Plenty of fi�rms’  top performers
are only too happy to jump ship if off�ered
better terms. The partner says he receives a
couple  of  emails  from  headhunters  every
week. Kirkland & Ellis and Latham & Wat­
kins have climbed their way to the apex of
the American market in part by poaching
successful  lawyers  with  the  promise  of
paying  them  based  on  the  profi�ts  they
bring  in.  The  performance­based  ap­
proach,  common  in  the  corporate  world
(and known as “eat what you kill” in law­
yerly  circles),  is  spreading.  In  December
Cravath, Swaine & Moore, a New York fi�rm,
and Linklaters, a London one, both stepped
away from the seniority system. 

Law also resembles other sectors in the
way fi�rms confi�gure their operations. Clif­
ford Chance runs a research­and­develop­
ment  offi�ce,  which  studies  matters  like
how  best  to  administer  far­fl�ung  global
cases  (with  an  experienced  case  manager

rather  than  a  lawyer)  to  the  feasibility  of
shifting fi�nancial transactions onto block­
chains (the jury is out). What used to be a
senior partner’s well­timed whisper to the
client company’s board  is coalescing  into
formal  practices  in  new  non­transaction
areas. That sort of work doesn’t provide the
same  billing  rates  as  complicated  deals,
but it is consistent and growing, says Alas­
tair  Morrison,  head  of  strategy  at  Pinsent
Masons, a big London fi�rm. Ashurst, an An­
glo­Australian  fi�rm,  has  created  an  in­
house consultancy with 60 people (includ­
ing ten partners) doing anti­fraud, compli­
ance  and  “remediation”  (crisis  manage­
ment in plain English) work that used to be
the  preserve  of  accountants  and  consul­
tants. In 2021 Dentons teamed up with the
Albright  Stonebridge  Group,  an  advisory
fi�rm  founded  by  Madeleine  Albright,  an
American  former  secretary  of  state,  to
launch  a  consulting  outfi�t.  Dentons  also
employs 15­20 people just to seek out and
manage  such  combinations,  as  well  as
those with other law fi�rms.

Most such deals are international—the
third  way  in  which  law  fi�rms  look  ever
more like other global businesses. Lawyers
used to follow their multinational clients
to  new  jurisdictions.  Now  many  are  ex­
panding pre­emptively, opening offi�ces in
erstwhile  legal  backwaters,  both  to  serve
customers  and  cut  costs.  Cliff�ord  Chance
has  moved  some  operations  from  expen­
sive  legal  hubs  such  as  London  and  New
York to cheaper places like Delhi and, more
recently,  Newcastle.  Ashurst  now  has  as
many lawyers in Australia as in Britain. It
does  some  simpler  work  from  Brisbane
and  Glasgow  rather  than  Sydney  or  Lon­
don. Baker McKenzie, a Chicago fi�rm that
was early to the trend, now operates in 46
countries. Dentons boasts over 200 offi�ces
in  82  countries;  it  praises  the  virtues  of
places once sniff�ed at by big­shot lawyers,
such as Milwaukee. 

At  the  heart  of  operations  like  Baker
McKenzie’s  or  Dentons’  is  a  structure
known  as  a  Swiss  verein  (voluntary  soci­
ety). Branches in diff�erent countries oper­

ate under a similar name but enjoy sub­
stantial autonomy in how they are run.
Firms structured this way look like an as­
sortment of fast­food franchises rather
than a unitary organisation with a strong
culture; critics sometimes still deride Bak­
er McKenzie as Baker McDonald’s. But like
the fast­food chain, vereins are at once
more global and more local than more cen­
tralised rivals.

Dentons has pushed the verein ap­
proach particularly hard in recent years. Its
name was deliberately chosen as the most
memorable and easiest to pronounce from
among 67 permutations of the names of
former partners. In the past 12 months it
has forged ties with fi�rms in North Ameri­
ca, Latin America and Africa, and is about
to  close  a  deal  with  a  Vietnamese  one.  It
has also opened new offi�ces in Bolivia, Gre­
nada  and  Uruguay.  “The  more  global  the
fi�rm, the higher the demand,” says Mr Port­
noy. He refers to Dentons as “polycentric”:
with no dominant culture, no standard pay
scale,  no  instructions  on  whom  to  hire
and, most of all, no “colonisation”. It even
dispenses with a headquarters. Every time
you Zoom with Mr Portnoy or Joe Andrew,
Dentons’  global  chairmen,  they  appear  to
be in a diff�erent place.

Firm footing
Being on the ground has proved especially
useful  for  Dentons  and  others  during  the
pandemic, when travel restrictions limited
where and how easily partners could move
around.  It  has  been  especially  handy  for
fi�rms to have a large presence in America
and China, with their vast domestic mar­
kets  and  relatively  rapid  economic  re­
bound  from  covid­19.  The  biggest  Ameri­
can fi�rms, like Ellis & Kirkland or Latham &
Watkins, have consolidated their position.
Big  Chinese  ones  like  Yingke  or  King  &
Wood  Mallesons  (as  well  as  Dentons,
whose most numerous practice is  in Chi­
na) remain scarce in a fi�eld dominated by
America, which accounts for four in fi�ve of
the  top 100  fi�rms.  But  they  have  rocketed
up the revenue rankings. 

The growth of vereins is making the le­
gal  profession  resemble  other  businesses
in  another  way.  Big  law  is  becoming  not
just bigger but also more concentrated. In
2020  the  three  biggest  earners  accounted
for nearly 10% of  the gross billings at  the
top 100 global fi�rms, up from 8% fi�ve years
earlier.  A  handful  of  superstar  fi�rms  like
Kirkland  &  Ellis  or  Dentons  may  increas­
ingly dominate the league tables. They are
better able to serve clients wherever and in
whatever  capacity  they  need  serving,  to
deal with an inevitable uptick in overheads
as the world puts the pandemic behind it,
and to poach talent from weaker rivals. If
corporate history is a guide, the high­fl�ying
legal eagles are unlikely to have their wings
clipped soon. n�

Bill back better

World, top 100 law firms*, total revenues
By country of largest practice, $bn

Source: Law.com *By revenue
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Sino-American commerce

The quiet
Americans

Most companies prefer  to  talk  about
corporate  social  responsibility  than

to act on such pronouncements. The Uygh­
ur  Forced  Labour  Prevention  Act,  which
President Joe Biden signed into law on De­
cember 23rd, is leading many to do the op­
posite. American businesses may be hap­
pier to try to comply with it than to admit
publicly they are doing so. 

The law, which goes into eff�ect in June,
was a rare victory for human­rights groups
and  refl�ects  a  bipartisan  China  hawkish­
ness  in  Washington.  It  bans  imports  of
products  from  the  region  of  Xinjiang  in
China on the presumption they are made
with the forced labour of Uyghurs, a mostly
Muslim ethnic group enduring horrifi�c re­
pression.  Goods  from  Xinjiang  can  be
brought  to America only  if  importers can
prove  that  forced  labour  was  not  used  in
their production. That is usually rather dif­
fi�cult, since China (which denies the exis­
tence  of  forced  labour)  does  not  allow
proper inspection of supply chains in the
region. Suppliers outside Xinjiang can also
be blacklisted if they are judged to be using
forced labour. 

Xinjiang does not export all that much
directly to America: $596m­worth of goods
in 2020, or 0.1% of total American imports
from China. But some of the region’s more
specialist  products,  such  as  nitrogen
heterocyclic  compounds  used  in  cancer
drugs, will be hard to replace quickly. And
many  regional  products  make  their  way
into American goods along complex global
supply chains. Cotton from the region, an
important export, is used in textiles made
in  other  countries,  such  as  Vietnam.  Fo­
rensic  technology  exists  to  identify  cot­
ton’s  origin  but  it  is  fi�nicky  and  not  yet
widespread. Xinjiang’s abundant tomatoes
still end up in ketchup around the world. 

Now  American  fi�rms  must  make  a
greater eff�ort to rid their supply chains of
any hint of Xinjiang. Those trying to do so,
owing to existing import restrictions (Xin­
jiang  cotton  and  tomatoes  have  been
barred from America for the past year) and
in  anticipation  of  the  new  law,  have  had
some  success.  The  value  of  Xinjiang’s  di­
rect  exports  to  America  sank  to  less  than
$8m  in  September,  down  by  nearly  90%
year on year, according to the Observatory
of Economic Complexity, a data provider. 

A knottier problem for American fi�rms
is  that  they  cannot  be  seen  as  endorsing
their government’s tough stance in China,

NEW YORK

A new American law poses more
dilemmas for Western firms in China

Metaverse landlords

Virtually there

“Ridiculous and cool.” That is the ar­
chitectural brief for a new offi�ce tow­

er under construction in the Crypto Valley,
a business district of Decentraland, a virtu­
al platform built on the Ethereum block­
chain. The edifi�ce—owned by Tokens.com,
a blockchain investor—will be a cross be­
tween a nightclub in Ibiza and the Bellagio
resort in Las Vegas. In a fantasy world un­
encumbered by something as pedestrian
as physics, a rotating company logo will
fl�oat above the tower as nearby clouds
shoot out company­branded thunderbolts.
The tower’s purpose—to provide offi�ce
leases for fi�rms and event space for crypto
conferences—is humdrum by comparison.

Gamers have traded pixelated property
and other digital assets for years. Now the
activity has been turbocharged by the
growth of unique digital artefacts known
as non­fungible tokens (nfts), and by the
hype around the metaverse—a emerging
virtual market which could, depending on
whom you ask, ultimately generate rev­
enues of between $1trn and $30trn.

Real money is changing hands. Some
sales involve replicas of the physical
world. Users of Legacy, an nft­powered re­
creation of London, have spent $54m on
plots of land in the game (which is still in
development with no launch date). Super­
World, a virtual planet where people can
buy digital versions of any place on Earth,
says the average user spends some $3,000
on property purchases. The Taj Mahal and
the Eiff�el Tower are selling for the crypto­
currency equivalent of around $200,000
and $400,000, respectively. Their current
owners paid under $400 each.

Wholly invented worlds are also draw­
ing investors. In November Republic
Realm, a company that manages and devel­
ops digital real estate, paid $4.3m for land
in a platform called the Sandbox, the big­
gest virtual­property investment to date.
That same month Tokens.com spent
$2.4m for a plot in Decentraland’s Fashion
Street district. Nightclubs and casinos
where users can win virtual money line the
streets of the gambling district. In its art
district Sotheby’s, a real­world auction
house, has opened a virtual gallery. Smaller
parcels that fetched around $20 apiece
when Decentraland launched in 2017 can
now sell for as much as $100,000. Somni­
um Space, a competing platform, reported
more than $1.8m of land sales by its users
over a 30­day period in November. In other

virtual worlds, concert halls stream perfor­
mances by the digital avatars of pop stars
such  as  Justin  Bieber  and  Ariana  Grande.
Empty virtual shops could soon be leased
by fashion houses such as Gucci, Dolce &
Gabbana, Burberry and  Balenciaga,  all  of
which have sold branded items in one me­
taverse or other.

Will the digital­property boom last? As
in the physical world, profi�ts  depend  on
footfall and people’s willingness to spend
real money. For that to happen at scale the
user experience must improve.  Popular
metaverse platforms such as Decentraland
and the Sandbox are clunky.  The  average
user may not want to  shell  out  on  the
graphics cards, virtual­reality headsets and
superfast broadband that  gamers  use  to
make cyberspace feel more real. 

The second risk is volatility.  Virtual­
property sales typically  involve  the  ex­
change of the cryptocurrency unique to a
given metaverse. Decentraland has mana;

Sandbox uses digital tokens  known  as
sand. The price of these can swing wildly,
even relative to established crypto monies
such as bitcoin or ether, themselves hardly
a predictable asset class. They could crash
to zero if a particular metaverse bombs. 

To lower the risk, early  investors such
as Republic Realm are diversifying  their
holdings. The fi�rm says it owns land in 23
metaverse platforms. But  unlike  physical
land, the value of which is in part a func­
tion of its scarcity, each virtual realm is in
eff�ect limitless. So, in principle,  is  their
number. Hundreds of wannabe metaverses
already exist and more will emerge as cryp­
to technology improves.  That  points  to  a
paradox. Soaring virtual­property  prices
are predicated on the metaverse taking off�.
But a booming metaverse means less scar­
city and lower prices. The laws of physics
may prove easier to work around than the
law of supply and demand. n�

DECE NTRALAND

Digital-property prices are going
through the roof

Peak Crypto Valley? 
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a huge and  important market. Those  that
helped  craft  the  forced­labour  law  prefer
not to be identifi�ed, says a former Congres­
sional staff�er. Many big American clothing
brands  that  are  believed  to  have  stopped
bringing  in  products  made  with  Xinjiang
cotton have not been trumpeting this, fear­
ing a backlash and boycotts. When Intel, a
chipmaker, wrote to suppliers in mid­De­
cember  stating  that  they  must  keep  pro­
ducts  free  of  goods  or  labour  from  Xin­
jiang,  this  sparked  a  nationalist  furore  in
China, fuelled further by state media. Intel
deleted the off�ending phrase from its letter

and on December 22nd apologised on Chi­
nese social media, saying it had not been
making  a  political  statement  (see  Bartle­
by). The same week Walmart, a supermar­
ket giant, faced local social­media oppro­
brium  from  shoppers  unable  to  fi�nd  Xin­
jiang products in its Chinese online store.

The new law will not end all American
imports  from  Xinjiang.  Those  of  the  can­
cer­drug  components  have  actually  risen
this year. In other cases, for example poly­
silicon  used  in  solar  panels,  American
fi�rms  may  simply  shift  to  suppliers  in
other  parts  of  China—hardly  a  rebuke  to

the government in Beijing, which has sent
tens of thousands of Uyghurs, if not more,
to other regions to work under what are be­
lieved to be coercive conditions. Although
other  democracies,  including  France  and
Germany, have passed laws that force com­
panies to monitor their supply chains for
human­rights violations, goods from Xin­
jiang once destined for the West can still be
sold  in  China  or  exported  to  places  with
laxer rules. In the fi�rst nine months of 2021
Xinjiang’s  global exports  added  up  to
$13.5bn, nearly as much as the $13.9bn re­
corded in all of 2020. n�

Dear top table, We have discussed
many of the risks that threaten us in

the coming year: the pandemic, our
supply­chain troubles and staff� reten­
tion. But I want to raise a more personal
concern: the possibility that I will have to
make a public apology. Everywhere I
looked over the past 12 months, exec­
utives were grovelling. The thought of
promising to work on becoming a better
person makes me feel physically sick. 

Let me be clear. I’m not against apo­
logies when they are warranted. Bad
behaviour needs to be brought to light
and investigated, however damaging the
fallout. But there are reasons why fi�re­
storms have become more common.
Technology records our every action.
Employees have become activists. It’s
harder to avoid controversy in China.

Start with technology. Almost every­
thing we do now as leaders leaves a digi­
tal trace that can come back to haunt us.
Vishal Garg’s recent decision to fi�re 900
members of staff� at Better.com over
Zoom was a terrible call, and not just for
them. Private messages are liable to
become public. Chris Kempczinski, the
boss of McDonald’s, apologised in No­
vember after a freedom­of­information
request revealed the contents of thought­
less text messages he had sent to the
mayor of Chicago about two shootings in
the city. (Let’s not even mention his
predecessor’s personal correspondence.) 

Outrage is everywhere. The boss of
Sweetgreen, a salad chain, suff�ered a
backlash earlier in the year when he
wrote that hospitalisations caused by
covid­19 raised questions about levels of
obesity in America. He ended up apol­
ogising for his insensitivity—or, as some
people like to call it, use of data—and
described the episode as an opportunity
to “learn forward”. Ugh.

Staff� are behaving diff�erently. Accord­
ing to a survey of 7,000 employees con­
ducted by Edelman, a public­relations
fi�rm, workers now apparently think that
they matter more than customers to the
long­term success of their organisations.
As if that were not bad enough, six in ten
employees say they choose where they
work based on their beliefs. The line be­
tween company and crusade has blurred. 

If workers see something they do not
like, they are more likely to let the world
know about it. Just think about the past
year. A group of Netfl�ix employees staged
a very public walkout in the autumn over a
Dave Chapelle special that they regarded
as transphobic. (This was handled pretty
well, by the way: Ted Sarandos, the fi�rm’s
co­ceo, apologised for failing to “lead with
humanity” but did not back down on
artistic freedom.) 

Tim Cook lamented the fact that Apple,
once known for secrecy, has become more
loose­lipped in a memo that was promptly
leaked. Bankers at Goldman Sachs, a group
of people designed to test the limits of
human empathy, circulated a PowerPoint

deck complaining about their workloads.
A whistle­blowing product manager did
huge reputational damage to Meta, Face­
book’s parent company.

Like many companies, we are looking
at how we can tighten the fl�ow of in­
formation internally: employees may
have to ask for permission to start new
Slack channels, for instance. But there is
a limit to how far we can go. In April
Basecamp, a software company, banned
discussion of societal and political is­
sues on its corporate platforms. “We are
not a social­impact company,” wrote one
of the founders. “Our impact is contained
to what we do and how we do it.” A third
of the fi�rm’s employees ended up quit­
ting, prompting yet another apology.   

China is a problem area, especially for
American multinationals trying to navi­
gate choppy geopolitical waters. In late
December Intel sparked social­media
uproar in China for sending a letter to
suppliers telling them not to use compo­
nents from Xinjiang in its semiconduc­
tors. The fi�rm apologised, and made it
clear that it was trying to remain in com­
pliance with us laws rather than acting
off� its own bat. 

In November Jamie Dimon expressed
regret for joking that JPMorgan Chase
would last longer than the Chinese Com­
munist Party. One of the bank boss’s two
apologies for this unforced error in­
cluded the line: “It’s never right to joke
about or denigrate any group of people,
whether it’s a country, its leadership, or
any part of a society and culture.” No
Netfl�ix comedy special for him.

So to keep the new year as apology­
free as possible, remember the following.
Nothing we say or do is private. Embrace
blandness. Don’t criticise China but do
act as if you live there. And for God’s
sake, don’t leak this memo.    

The trouble with saying you are sorry. A memo from a boss

Bartleby Apology infl�ation
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Glencore’s message to the planet

In “the coal question”, written in 1865, William Stanley Jevons,
a British economist, ascribed “miraculous powers”  to  the fuel

source powering the Industrial Revolution. Coal, he wrote, stood
entirely above all other commodities. Such were its superpowers,
he fretted about the consequences for Britain if it ran out of the
stuff�. He needn’t have worried. Not only has coal proved impossi­
ble  to  exhaust.  More  than  a  century  and  a  half  later,  the  largest
source of carbon emissions is devilishly hard to kill off�.

In 2021 the world, which was meant to “consign coal power to
history”  during  the  un’s  cop26  climate  summit,  probably  con­
sumed more coal­fi�red electricity  than ever before,  the  Interna­
tional Energy Agency, the world’s pre­eminent energy forecaster,
said in December. The strength of demand drove coal prices to re­
cord levels in October 2021. The buoyancy is expected to continue
into  2022,  not  least  because  coal  is  a  substitute  for  natural  gas,
whose price around the globe has continued to surge in the run­up
to the new year. 

What is bad news for the planet has been great for coal produc­
ers. With the mineral in the ascendancy, no big Western mining
company has done as well for shareholders in the past 12 months
as Glencore, the diversifi�ed minerals­and­metals producer valued
at $66bn that since 2018 has snapped up coal assets divested by
peers  like  Rio  Tinto,  bhp and  Anglo  American.  Quietly,  given
coal’s increasingly grimy reputation, the Swiss­based fi�rm is one
of the unloved mineral’s most resolute champions.

That makes a campaign by a tiny activist fund, Bluebell Capital,
which is trying to force Glencore to shed its coal assets, an intrigu­
ing  opportunity  to  examine  shareholder  attitudes  towards  coal.
Only a few years ago investors, especially those with environmen­
tal, social and governance (esg) mandates, were virtually united
in the opinion that big miners should withdraw from the dirtiest
fossil fuel. Now they take a diff�erent view. This may be a matter of
principle. It is also a sign of how fi�ckle investors can be when esg

goals clash with the objective of maximising fi�nancial returns.
Bluebell’s diagnosis is straightforward. It says that Glencore’s

decision to cling on to some coal assets until 2050 is “morally un­
acceptable and fi�nancially fl�awed”. It believes that the fi�rm’s expo­
sure to coal has dragged down its valuation, overshadowing the

promising role that its other mining assets, such as copper and co­
balt,  are  playing  in  the  clean­energy  revolution.  It  sees  the  ap­
pointment of Gary Nagle, only the fourth ceo in Glencore’s 47­year
history following Ivan Glasenberg’s departure in June, as a unique
opportunity to change course. Eliminating the “coal discount” and
further simplifying the business could put an extra 40­45% into
shareholders’ pockets, it reckons.

So  far,  so  simplistic.  What  it  misses,  though,  is  a  recent  sea
change in investor views on the wisdom of owning coal. After Rio
Tinto became the fi�rst big miner to abandon coal in 2018, its rivals,
Glencore included, all laid out plans to curb or terminate their coal
exposure. In mid­2021 Anglo took the biggest step by spinning off�
its South African coal assets into a newly listed company, Thunge­
la Resources. Shareholders applauded every step of the way. 

Then  the  unexpected  happened.  Thungela’s  shares,  after  a
rocky start, quadrupled in value in a matter of months. Glencore,
shortly after 94% of shareholders had approved its coal­reduction
plans, bought out its  joint­venture partners Anglo and bhp in a
Colombian  coal  mine  that  will  bolster  its  overall  output  from
about 104m tonnes in 2021 to 122m tonnes within two years. bhp

has reportedly put its retreat from thermal coal under review be­
cause of rising prices and changing investor attitudes. In a sign of
the times, Bravus Mining and Resources, a subsidiary of the Adani
Group, an Indian conglomerate, said on December 27th that it was
about to export coal from the Carmichael mine in Australia for the
fi�rst time. It has overcome a decade of opposition from environ­
mentalists to bring the project to fruition.

Among investors, the change of heart has come from the top. In
2020 BlackRock, the world’s biggest fund manager, set out a com­
mitment to remove mining companies that generated more than a
quarter of their revenues from thermal coal from its active invest­
ment portfolio. Though it still holds huge passive stakes in coal­
miners (including the second biggest in Thungela), it was a power­
ful  divestment  signal.  Since  then,  however,  some  investors,  in­
cluding BlackRock’s ceo, Larry Fink, have come to the conclusion
that in private hands fossil­fuel assets are likely to be less respon­
sibly  managed  and  more  opaque  than  in  the  public  markets.
Mines  may  be  expanded,  rather  than  gradually  wound  down  as
Glencore promises to do with its coal assets. Its defenders say this
is one of  the main reasons Bluebell’s campaign appears  to have
fallen on deaf ears. 

They have a point. Yet as long as the strength of the coal price is
adding  billions  to  Glencore’s  cashfl�ow  and  lining  shareholders’
pockets, the argument is also self­serving. It is not clear investors
would be so magnanimous were prices to plunge. 

Indeed, it is a fair bet that Glencore is more committed to coal
than its shareholders are. Whereas many people concerned about
climate change see the energy transition as a one­way street from
coal power, possibly via natural gas, towards zero­carbon sources
of electricity, the fi�rm is bracingly pragmatic. It views coal as a “vi­
tal transition fuel”, especially in Asia, where China and India ac­
count for two­thirds of global coal consumption. 

Pitstop
Glencore is right to be a realist. However much the world worries
about coal, many developing countries will favour cheap energy
over the clean sort if forced to choose. Glencore says it would spin
out coal if shareholders demanded it. But it clearly prefers not to.
Only concerted government action to tax carbon emissions and
redesign energy systems will kill off� king coal. n�

Schumpeter

Sorry, folks. Coal is alive and kicking

012



53The Economist January 1st 2022Finance & economics

The economic hit from covid-19

Winners and losers

The speed of the economic bounce­back
from  the  enormous  recession  of  2020

has  taken  many  forecasters  by  surprise.
Output  across  the  38  mostly  rich  oecd

countries  combined  probably  surpassed
its pre­pandemic level a few months ago.
The average unemployment rate across the
club, at 5.7%,  is  in  line with the post­war
average. And aggregate household income,
adjusted for infl�ation, is above its pre­co­
vid level. The overall picture has been re­
markably benign, even as several variants
of  the  coronavirus  have  emerged.  But  it
hides stark diff�erences beneath. The pan­
demic  has  created  winners  and  losers—

and the dispersion between them is likely
to persist in 2022. 

In order to assess these diff�erences, The

Economist has  gathered  data  on  fi�ve  eco­
nomic  and  fi�nancial  indicators—gdp,
household  incomes,  stockmarket  perfor­
mance, capital spending and government
indebtedness—for  23  rich  countries.  We
have  ranked  each  economy  according  to
how  well  it  has  performed  on  each  mea­
sure, creating an overall score (the table on
the  next  page  shows  the  overall  ranking,

and  four  of  our  fi�ve  indicators).  Some
countries  remain  in  the  economic  pits,
while  others  are  faring  better  than  they
were before the pandemic on almost every
measure.  Denmark,  Norway  and  Sweden
are all near the top, and America has also
performed  reasonably  well.  Many  big
European countries, however, such as Brit­
ain, Germany and Italy, have fared worse.
Spain has done worst of all.

The  change  in  headline  gdp since  the
end  of  2019,  our  fi�rst  indicator,  off�ers  a
snapshot of economic health. Some coun­
tries  always  looked  vulnerable  to  travel
bans and a collapse in services spending—
in  particular  those  in  southern  Europe,
which rely heavily on tourism. Other plac­
es, including Belgium and Britain, suff�ered
high  levels  of  covid­19  infections  and
deaths, which limited consumer spending.

Granular  data  help  fi�ll  in  the  picture.
The  change  in  household  income  gives  a
sense of how well families have done, as it
includes  not  just  earnings  from  employ­
ment  but  also  handouts  from  govern­
ments. Our measure is in real terms, which
adjusts for reduced purchasing power as a

result of recent surges in infl�ation. 
In  some  countries,  especially  those

where the impact of the virus was relative­
ly slight, labour markets did not suff�er too
much, allowing people to continue to earn.
Japan’s  unemployment  rate  has  barely
budged since the pandemic began. By con­
trast, Spain’s rate rose by three percentage
points between February and August 2020.

Some governments more than made up
for people’s lost labour income by sending
them  vast  amounts  of  money.  That  was
America’s  strategy:  although  unemploy­
ment soared as the economy locked down,
households  received  more  than  $2trn  in
government transfers in 2020 and 2021, in
the  form  of  topped­up  unemployment
benefi�ts and stimulus cheques. Canada did
something similar. Other countries, how­
ever, such as the Baltics, focused their fi�s­
cal fi�repower on protecting fi�rms’ cashfl�ow
or expanding health­care capacity. Austria
and Spain seemed neither to preserve jobs
nor compensate the losers: in both coun­
tries real household income is still around
6% below its pre­pandemic level.

What  about  companies?  Stockmarket
performance hints at their health, as well
as a country’s attractiveness to foreign in­
vestors. Share prices in Britain are slightly
lower today than on the eve of the pandem­
ic—a  refl�ection,  perhaps,  of  Brexit­in­
duced uncertainty. Britain also hosts fewer
companies  in  the  higher­growth  sectors
that  have  benefi�ted  from  pandemic­in­
duced technology adoption and lower in­
terest rates. America, which has more such

SAN FRANCISCO

Our analysis of which economies have done best and worst during the pandemic
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fi�rms, has seen its stockmarket jump. But it
has nothing on the bourses of northern Eu­
rope,  where  prices  have  soared.  Three  of
the ten biggest fi�rms by market capitalisa­
tion  on  the  Danish  market  are  in  health
care, decent stocks to hold in a pandemic.

Capital  spending,  our  fourth  measure,
provides a gauge of businesses’ optimism
about the future. Some countries are in the
middle of a capex boom: in America, for in­
stance, entrepreneurs are spotting oppor­
tunities  created  by  the  pandemic,  and
companies  are  spending  big  on  technol­
ogies that make working from home more
effi�cient.  In  October  Goldman  Sachs,  a
bank,  forecast  that  s&p 500  companies
would  spend 18%  more  on  capex  and  re­
search and development in 2022 than they
did in 2019. Investment in some other plac­
es, by contrast, is more sedate. Norway has
seen cuts to oil­and­gas capex. 

Our  last  indicator  is  public  indebted­
ness.  All  else  equal,  a  big  rise  in  govern­
ment debt is worse than a small one, since
it could indicate potentially larger tax rises
and spending cuts in the future. Not every
country has amassed enormous debts dur­
ing the pandemic, even if America, Britain,
Canada and others certainly have. Swedish
public debt has risen by just six percentage
points  as  a  share  of  gdp.  This  is  a  refl�ec­
tion, perhaps, of the fact that the country
largely avoided strict lockdowns, necessi­
tating less fi�scal support.

The  spread  of  the  Omicron  variant  is
likely  to  curtail  growth  in  early  2022  (see
next  story).  But  the  economic  recovery  is
still  likely  to  continue  over  the  year,  and
the overall picture will probably mask va­
riation  again.  The  oecd expects  some  of
the worst performers to start catching up:
Italy  is  forecast  to  grow  by  4.6%  in  2022,
above the average pace for the club of 3.9%.

But the laggards have a long way to go.

By the end of next year, the oecd expects
the combined gdp of our three highest­
ranked countries to be 5% higher than its
pre­pandemic level. Output for the three
worst performers, meanwhile, is expected
to be just 1% higher than it was before co­
vid­19. The uneven eff�ects of the pandem­
ic, in other words, will endure. n�

League table of nations
OECD countries, % change during the covid-19 pandemic*

*Compares Q3 2021, or latest available data, with Q4 2019. Share-price data are monthly figures    †Average score of five indicators: changes in 
real GDP, real household income per person, share prices, gross fixed capital formation, public debt to GDP    ‡National all-share or broad index
Sources: OECD; IMF; World Bank; national statistics; The Economist
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  -6.6  -6.3  -7.2   -6.5

Real-time data

Omicron omens 

What is the economic impact of Omi­
cron? The latest variant of the coro­

navirus has let rip at such a ferocious pace
that  forecasters  are  still  catching  their
breath, and it will be some time before its
economic eff�ects become apparent  in  the
offi�cial  data,  which  are  published  with  a
lag.  But  a  number  of  speedier,  albeit  par­
tial,  indicators  can  provide  some  insight
into how consumers and workers may be
adjusting their behaviour.

Consider fi�rst people’s willingness to go
out and about. A mobility index using real­
time data from Google and constructed by
The Economist includes visits to workplac­
es,  retail  and  recreation  sites,  and  tran­
sport hubs. This measure has been reason­
ably stable in America, albeit at levels be­
low pre­pandemic norms, and has fallen a
little  in  Britain  and  Germany  in  recent
days.  But  underlying  those  headline  fi�g­
ures  are  bigger  diff�erences  depending  on
the kind of activity. The return to the offi�ce
seems to have stalled. In America and Ger­

many journeys to workplaces fell to about
25% and 16% below pre­pandemic levels,
respectively, in the week to December 23rd.
In Britain, where the government has is­
sued guidance to work from home, they
were 30% lower (see chart 1). By contrast,
retail­ and recreation­related activity has
continued to recover in all three countries.
This suggests that people may have be­
come more discriminating about when to
leave the house, especially as the festive
season began. It might also indicate that
people who can easily work from home
were doing so, a sign of the economy’s in­
creased adaptability to new variants.

Other measures show that the hospital­
ity industry is taking a knock. Fewer peo­
ple are eating at restaurants than in 2019,
according to data from OpenTable, a book­
ing platform. In America and Britain there
were 12­15% fewer diners in the week to De­
cember 20th than in the same period in
2019 (see chart 2 on next page).

Omicron also seems to have contribut­
ed to travel disruptions. That has been
most notable in America and China, where
domestic air travel had more or less re­
turned to normal. In the week to December
26th some 3,500 domestic and interna­
tional fl�ights that started or fi�nished in
America were cancelled, according to
FlightAware, a data fi�rm—about 2.5% of the
total number of fl�ights. That compares
with a cancellation rate of 0.7% in the same
week in 2019. American airlines have
blamed covid­related staff� shortages and
bad weather for the cancellations. The
number of passengers passing through
American airports on December 22nd and
23rd slightly exceeded that in the same per­
iod in 2019. But only 3.2m made journeys
on the 24th and 25th, compared with more
than 5m in 2019.

These indicators give only a limited
view of the economy. But they may well
capture the areas that are most likely to be
aff�ected by fresh outbreaks of covid­19. An­
alysts at Moody’s, a rating agency, have re­
vised down their estimates of growth in
America in early 2022 partly because of re­

The economic eff�ects of the rapidly
spreading variant 

Stay in or go out?
Britain, mobility index*, % change 
relative to pre-pandemic baseline

Sources: Our World in Data; Google; The Economist

*Seven-day moving average †Visits to sites of retail and
recreation, workplaces and transit stations ‡To Dec 23rd
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Crypto-finance

Build block better

Crypto is the key to paradise, particu­
larly the fi�nancial kind. That, at least, is

what  the  fans  argue.  Greedy  intermediar­
ies,  such  as  banks,  will  be  replaced  by
smart contracts (self­executing rules) that
run  on  blockchains  (distributed  databas­
es). This will give rise to effi�cient and inno­
vative  fi�nancial  services,  collectively
called “decentralised fi�nance” (DeFi).

The foundations of this edifi�ce are sha­
ky,  however.  Today’s  blockchains  may  be
masterworks  of  coding,  but  they  are  also
fi�endishly  complex,  energy­hungry  and,
perhaps  counterintuitively,  centralised.
Despite  years  of  work,  crypto  developers
are still trying to fully overcome the trade­
off�s inherent in the technology.

You can think of banks as maintaining
big,  opaque  databases  that  contain  infor­
mation  on  customers’  accounts  and  the
money  in  them.  Depositors  have  to  trust
that  these  institutions  act  in  their  inter­
ests. Sometimes, however, banks may not
do  so:  they  might  make  bad  investments

and collapse; or they might freeze deposi­
tors’ accounts at a government’s behest.

To their proponents, blockchains pro­
vide the basis for a type of fi�nance that
avoids such problems. Account databases
would be maintained not by a central au­
thority, but by the computers of those who
use them. An account could be frozen only
if a certain majority of those maintaining
the blockchain agrees to do so.

For the system to work, publicly acces­
sible blockchains have two special fea­
tures. One is a “consensus mechanism”, a
way for users to agree on how to write new
transactions in the database. The other is a
set of incentives that keeps the system
alive. Rewards need to draw in enough us­
ers to help maintain the blockchain. And
penalties  have  to  dissuade  them  from
attacking it, say by mimicking lots of fake
users in order to overwhelm the system. 

In  the  case  of  the  Bitcoin  blockchain,
the carrot is newly minted coins. Every ten
minutes  or  so,  hundreds  of  thousands  of
specialised  computers  called  “miners”
participate  in  a  lottery  to  solve  a mathe­
matical  puzzle.  The  computer  that  fi�rst
fi�nds a solution alerts the other miners and
if  they  confi�rm  the  result,  it  updates  the
blockchain and is paid (every puzzle solved
is  rewarded with 6.25 coins, which at  the
time of writing was worth $308,270). The
number­crunching also acts as a stick: the
greater miners want their chances of win­
ning the lottery to be, the more they have to
invest in computing gear and electricity. To
rewrite the blockchain in their favour, say
by faking a transaction, they would have to
control more than half the mining power.
Yet  engineering  such  an  attack  would  be
expensive,  and  would  probably  bring
down the system they seek to profi�t from.

This approach, called “proof of work”, is
simple  (as  far  as  blockchains  go)  and  has
yet  to  be  really  hacked.  But  it  has  several
big  drawbacks.  For  one,  it  does  not  scale
up.  Bitcoin  can  only  handle  up  to  seven
transactions  per  second  and  fees  can  be
high. The system has also developed some
forms of centralisation. Most puzzle­solv­

ing is done by a few big “pools”. These al­
low miners to combine their resources and
increase the odds of winning the reward,
but also give them the power to infl�uence
the evolution of the system (as changes are
often put to a vote of sorts). Furthermore,
proof of work guzzles energy. According to
some estimates, Bitcoin’s electricity use is
approaching that of Italy.

Power hunger and centralisation follow
from the increasing returns to scale of
proof of work. These push miners to keep
expanding. The more computing power
they have, the higher the chance that they
win a reward. The bigger they are, the more
they earn and the more they can expand.

Hence the quest to come up with better
blockchains. Chia, for instance, is a system
based on “proof of space and time”. As with
Bitcoin, the carrot is that participating us­
ers earn coins. Yet the stick is diff�erent: in­
stead  of  wasting  computing  power,  Chia
wastes  digital  storage.  It  is  not  yet  clear,
though, whether Chia will prove more sus­
tainable and less centralised than Bitcoin if
it becomes widely used. 

The smart digital money is therefore on
another approach: proof of stake. Here de­
cisions about updating the blockchain are
made not through a computing arms race,
but by a vote among the holders of a cryp­
tocurrency.  Voting  power  as  well  as  the
share of the rewards depend on how much
holders are willing to bet on the outcome.
This stake can be destroyed if a participant
misbehaves. In this system both carrot and
stick are the cryptocurrency itself.

Proof of stake does use much less ener­
gy.  And  its  latest  incarnations  are  much
faster  than  Bitcoin:  Avalanche,  a  block­
chain  that  uses  the  approach,  processes
thousands of transactions a second. But it
still has big problems. Coders have been at­
tempting to shift Ethereum, the preferred
blockchain  for  DeFi  apps,  from  proof  of
work to proof of stake. Even Vitalik Bute­
rin, one of the inventors of Ethereum, ad­
mits  that  proof  of  stake  is  “surprisingly
complex”.  That  means  that  lots  can  go
wrong,  especially  when  nearly  $100bn  in

SAN FRANCISCO

The diffi�culties of making blockchains
green, fast and truly decentralised 

duced  spending  on  travel.  Economists  at
Pantheon Macroeconomics, a consultancy,
expect the pain in Britain to be concentrat­
ed  in  the  hospitality,  entertainment  and
travel  industries,  while  other  sectors  re­
main unaff�ected. That points to a smaller
overall economic impact this time round,
compared  with  previous  waves.  But  with
infections  still  surging  and  governments
pondering  fresh  restrictions  on  activity,
the  full  eff�ect  of  Omicron  could  be  yet  to
come. As covid­19 enters its third year, ev­
ery  forecaster knows by  now  to  brace  for
the unexpected. n�
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The trouble with the 12­month out­
look, an obligation at this time of

year, is that the forecasts will be wrong.
Of course they will. In fi�nancial markets
there are so many ways to err—on direc­
tion, timing or speed of change. A year is
both too long and too short. Too long,
because the blistering pace of the current
fi�nancial­business cycle means even a
well­identifi�ed idea plays out in a matter
of weeks. Too short, because deep trends
may take years to become fully apparent. 

So let us shelve the immediate out­
look and ask instead how things might
change over the next decade or so. Today
capital is abundant. A middle­aged glo­
bal workforce has lots of savings to put to
work. Low long­term interest rates and
expensive assets point to a scarcity of
worthwhile ways to deploy those sav­
ings. New businesses are often ideas­
based and do not need a lot of capital. It
can be hard to imagine this state of af­
fairs ending. But over time capital is
bound to become less abundant. Greater
demand for it will come from three
sources in particular: economic popu­
lism; shorter supply­chains; and the
energy transition.

Start with economic populism. Thirty
years ago two academic economists,
Sebastian Edwards and Rudiger Dorn­
busch, sketched out its key elements.
Above all, it is an approach that sees no
constraints—such as borrowing limits or
infl�ation—on economic growth. The
Latin American populists studied by the
scholars printed money to pay for public­
spending binges. This ended badly. But
economic populism lives on. It is in its
purest form in Venezuela. Turkey seems
hell­bent on embracing a version of it.
Argentina never quite threw it off�. 

A diluted form of economic populism
is becoming more evident in rich coun­

tries, too. One sign is a revival of dis­
cretionary fi�scal policy. The $1.9trn pack­
age signed in March by President Joe Biden
is the crowning example. The eu’s €750bn
($900bn) recovery fund is more modest
but still signifi�cant. Fiscal stimulus is
back in favour because of a realisation that
policy constraints, such as budget defi�cits,
bind less when interest rates are low. But
over time defi�cit­fi�nanced spending will
start to absorb excess savings. There has
also been a shift in monetary policy. You
see this in a change in targets and in per­
sonnel. The old­style central banker—
aloof from politics, paranoid about in­
fl�ation—is all but extinct in the rich world.
A new breed frets about inequality and
fi�nds reasons to be sanguine about in­
fl�ation risks. Marko Papic of Clocktower
Group, an investment fi�rm, calls the shift
towards stimulus the “Buenos Aires Con­
sensus”, in contrast with the Washington
Consensus, which counsels prudence. 

A second factor is rising investment in
business continuity. Global value chains
are likely to shorten somewhat. In part
this is to avoid the bottlenecks that

weighed on output in 2021. Even modest
near­shoring will require more capital. A
general increase in working capital
seems likely. Companies lost sales dur­
ing the pandemic for want of stock. The
interest cost of carrying inventory is now
far lower than it was when business
practice shifted towards lean stock levels
and just­in­time supply. A national­
security imperative also favours greater
redundancy in supply chains, as Mr
Papic points out. Rivalry between Amer­
ica and China is leading each country to
duplicate capacity in certain key in­
dustries, such as semiconductors. Such
duplication will soak up capital.

A third reason to expect capital scarci­
ty is climate change. The transition to
greener energy is essentially a capital­
spending problem, argue Eric Lonergan
and Corinne Sawers in a forthcoming
book. Any serious attempt to arrest the
climb in the global temperature requires
junking the assets underpinning the
carbon economy—oil rigs, coal­fi�red
power stations, petrol forecourts—and
building a new infrastructure based on
electric vehicles, wind and solar power
and battery storage. A lot of capital has to
be deployed to create these assets.

None of these three trends is the kind
that plays out fully over a calendar year.
Indeed, such are the ironies of fore­
casting that 2022 may furnish evidence
against the capital­scarcity thesis. If the
Federal Reserve raises interest rates, it
will do so quite early in the business
cycle, belying the idea of a populist poli­
cy tilt. Mr Biden’s “Build Back Better”
spending bill may gather dust. As bottle­
necks ease, security of supply may slip
down companies’ lists of priorities. But
today’s capital abundance cannot last for
ever. Wait long enough and some fore­
casts are almost bound to be right. 

Feast to famineButtonwood

Why capital will become scarcer in the 2020s

capital in DeFi apps must switch over. After
several delays, the coders hope to make the
move in 2022. 

Yet this system would still tend towards
centralisation.  Bigger  holders  can  reap
more  rewards,  increasing  their  holdings
further.  This  concentrates  power  among
early buyers of a cryptocurrency and could
allow  them  to  take  control  of  the  block­
chain.  Newer  projects  that  use  proof  of
stake are trying to fi�nd ways to avoid this.
Hedera Hashgraph is governed by a consor­
tium, much like the one that runs Visa, a
credit­card network. Avalanche and Tezos

seek to ensure decentralisation by making
it  easy  for  “validators”,  participants  who
maintain the blockchain, to join.

To  critics,  centralisation  is  inevitable,
even if energy ineffi�ciency and complexity
are not. The problem of increasing returns
to scale will raise its head for any popular
blockchain,  predicts  David  Rosenthal,  an
early practitioner. “You waste all these re­
sources only to end up with a system that is
controlled  by  people  you  have  even  less
reason to trust than those who run conven­
tional fi�nancial institutions,” he says.

To  others,  a  degree  of  centralisation

may simply be a price to pay for the other
advantages of blockchains. Emin Gün Sirer
of Cornell University, who co­founded Ava
Labs,  which  created  Avalanche,  says  that
the main benefi�t is that governments will
fi�nd  it  harder  to  infl�uence  blockchains
than  they  do  conventional  banks.  Kevin
Werbach of the Wharton School of the Uni­
versity of Pennsylvania says that the open­
ness of blockchains makes it easier to de­
velop innovative fi�nancial services. Still, if
the  quest  to  come  up  with  better block­
chains shows one thing, it is that even in
crypto­paradise there is no free lunch. n�
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Lose­lose ordeal

The initial two­year segment of the “phase one” trade deal be­
tween America and China comes to an end on December 31st.

Neither country is in a mood to mark the occasion. Mutual antago­
nism is as fi�erce as ever; a new American law banning goods made
with forced labour in Xinjiang is the latest fl�ashpoint. Still, it is a
good moment to take stock of the economic outcomes of the Sino­
American trade war. The verdict is unremittingly negative for both
countries—with one important exception.

Start  with  the  most  glaring  failure.  As  part  of  the  phase­one
deal, signed on January 15th 2020, China promised to import dra­
matically more from America, by buying an additional $200bn in
goods and services in 2020 and 2021, compared with 2017 levels.
Having long complained about China’s manipulation of its econ­
omy, America demanded that it manipulate trade fl�ows. As it turns
out, Chinese offi�cials lacked either the willingness or the ability to
get it done. China will reach barely a tenth of its purchase target for
goods, according to data compiled by Chad Bown of the Peterson
Institute for International Economics, a think­tank. Even allow­
ing for pandemic­related disruptions, America’s strategy of brow­
beating China into buying more of its wares has underwhelmed.

More  broadly,  the  trade  war  has  hurt  both  the  Chinese  and
American economies, as a growing body of research shows. The
superpowers started hitting each other with tariff�s in early 2018,
giving economists two full pre­covid years of numbers to crunch.
During  that  time  average  American  tariff�s  on  Chinese  imports
soared from 3% to 19%, while average Chinese tariff�s on American
imports  went  from  8%  to  21%.  It  is  hard  to  overstate  how  big  a
shock this was to the world’s biggest bilateral trading relationship.
Pablo Fajgelbaum of Princeton University and Amit Khandelwal of
Columbia University calculate that the tariff�s were applied to even
more trade as a share of American gdp than were the notorious
Smoot­Hawley levies of 1930, which led to a spiral of international
retaliation  and  may  have  worsened  the  Depression.  Mercifully,
the  Sino­American  trade  war  has  precipitated  no  such  disaster.
The global economy was in much better shape to begin with. And
price eff�ects have been muffl�ed by complex supply chains.

At the onset of the trade war, a common assumption was that
both sides would bear the costs of the tariff�s: Chinese suppliers

would charge a little less for their goods, and American importers
would pay a bit more. Yet an early study by economists including
Gita Gopinath, now of the imf, found that American importers in
fact bore more than 90% of the cost of America’s tariff�s. The obvi­
ous explanation was that they had little choice but to rely on Chi­
nese suppliers, at least in the short run, and could not negotiate
lower prices. In addition, prices to consumers barely budged, sug­
gesting that retailers absorbed the costs through thinner profi�ts.

This could not last, wrote Ms Gopinath and her colleagues: at
some  point  American  importers  would  pass  higher  costs  on  to
customers. Chinese economists might gleefully point to Ameri­
ca’s current surge in infl�ation to argue that this is now happening.
At the margin they are surely right that tariff�s can be infl�ationary,
as even Janet Yellen, America’s treasury secretary, has conceded.
But dislocations stemming from the pandemic—from microchip
shortages to a quintupling of shipping costs—are far bigger factors
in driving up prices. The trade war only adds to the headache.

One reason why America levied tariff�s was to encourage manu­
facturers to relocate there. Yet trade friction has in fact depressed
business investment in America, suggests research by Mary Amiti
of  the  Federal  Reserve  Bank  of  New  York  and  others.  The  share
prices  of  companies  trading  with  China  fared  especially  badly
after tariff� announcements. This refl�ected lower returns to capital
and, by extension, weaker incentives to invest. All told, the annual
investment  growth  of  listed  American  fi�rms  was  likely  to  have
shrunk by 1.9 percentage points by the end of 2020. Aaron Flaaen
and Justin Pierce of the Federal Reserve Board estimate that expo­
sure to higher tariff�s was associated with a decline in American
manufacturing employment of 1.4%. The burden of higher import
costs and retaliatory levies outweighed the benefi�ts of being shel­
tered from foreign competition. 

So far all this might sound like a win for China. But more recent
papers show that it too has taken some blows. Because of a lack of
granular offi�cial Chinese data, Davin Chor of the Tuck School of
Business and Li Bingjing of the University of Hong Kong studied
satellite images of night­time lights to gauge economic activity.
The bulk of China’s population, they found, would have been obli­
vious to the trade war. But for the directly aff�ected export­inten­
sive parts of the country,  they estimated that the tariff�s led to a
2.5% contraction in gdp per person. Another approach by econo­
mists including Xu Mingzhi of Peking University was to look at da­
ta from 51job.com, a Chinese job platform. Firms more exposed to
American tariff�s posted roughly 3% less ads in the six months fol­
lowing tariff� increases, and reduced salary off�ers by 0.5% on aver­
age. Chinese offi�cials  like to talk about bilateral co­operation as
“win­win”. The trade war has been lose­lose.

Eggs in more baskets 
The  trade  war  has  been  constructive  in  one  respect,  however.
America’s imports from China are fractionally lower than before it
implemented tariff�s. By contrast, its imports from Vietnam have
doubled, and those from Mexico have risen by 20%. Viewed nar­
rowly, this may be a sign that trade is being diverted from more ef­
fi�cient producers in China to slightly less effi�cient ones.

But as a matter of business strategy, this looks sensible. One of
the lessons of the supply­chain snarls of the past year is the danger
of over­reliance on a single source. American fi�rms can thank the
trade war  for getting  them started on the messy business of re­
thinking their supply chains. The trajectory of Sino­American re­
lations suggests they have every reason to hasten the shift. n�

Free exchange

New research counts the costs of the Sino-American trade war 
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Space exploration

Everyone’s going to the Moon

During the cold­war  space  race  be­
tween  the  Soviet  Union  and  America,

the  latter’s  Apollo  Moon  missions  were
mostly about making a political and tech­
nological point. Having made it, they duly
ceased.  Now,  approaching  half  a  century
after astronauts last walked on the Moon, a
new  age  of  lunar  exploration  is  dawning.
This time the goal is not just to get people
and machines on or near  to Earth’s satel­
lite, but also to sustain operations there.

More  people  are  in  on  the  action,  too.
South Korea’s fi�rst lunar spacecraft, an or­
biter,  is  to be launched this summer. The
United  Arab  Emirates  (uae)  hopes  to  be­
come, in the autumn, the fi�rst Arab country
to operate a craft on the Moon. Though this
project  involves  other  countries,  Rashid,
the rover in question, is being built by the
uae Space Agency in Dubai. It will carry a
device called a Langmuir probe to study, in
another fi�rst, the plasma of charged parti­
cles caused by the arrival at the Moon’s sur­
face of the solar wind. And  Israel may also
soon be represented, by Spaceil, a philan­
thropically  sponsored  organisation  that
intends, in a couple of years’ time, to land a

probe on the far side of the Moon—a feat
accomplished so far only by China. 

The uae’s rover will be delivered by ha-

kuto-r,  a  landing  craft  built  by  ispace,  a
Japanese fi�rm, that is launched on a rocket
from SpaceX, an American one. hakuto-r

will also carry a baseball­sized rover (pic­
tured on a subsequent page) from Japan’s
space agency, jaxa. This will trundle, Star
Wars­droid  style,  over  the  lunar  surface.
India likewise plans to put a spacecraft on
the Moon in this coming year—its fi�rst at­
tempt having (as did a previous try by Spa­
ceil) crashed into the lunar surface in 2019.
Russia is another hopeful. It last landed a
vehicle,  Luna­24,  on  the  Moon  in  1976,
when it was part of the Soviet Union. Lu­
na­25 is to blast off� in the coming year, too.

The  most  ambitious  Moon  eff�orts,
though,  are  America’s.  Its  space  agency,
nasa,  aims  to  return  people  there  by  the
middle of the decade. Instead of fl�ying di­

rect from Earth. as Apollo did, the plan this
time is to build a lunar­orbiting space sta­
tion,  known  as  Gateway.  This  will  host  a
shuttle called the Human Landing System
(hls)  into  which  astronauts  will  transfer
for descent to the surface—where, eventu­
ally,  an  outpost  will  be  established.  After
years of delay this project, dubbed Artemis,
after the Moon goddess who was the twin
of  the  Sun  god  Apollo,  is  beginning  to
move. The coming year should see at least
18  nasa­sponsored  lunar  missions,  some
of which will deliver equipment and sup­
plies for later use. Gateway itself is sched­
uled for 2024.

Heaven can’t wait
The protective outer shell of the Habitation
and Logistics Outpost (halo), as Gateway’s
living space is called, is being built in Turin
by  Thales  Alenia  Space,  a  Franco­Italian
fi�rm, as a contribution from esa, the Euro­
pean  Space  Agency.  It  will  be  shipped  to
America  in  October.  After  this  casing  has
been fi�tted to the rest of halo, and halo in
turn connected to a Power and Propulsion
Element (ppe), the whole caboodle will be
lifted  into  Earth  orbit.  The  ppe will  then
draw energy from huge solar arrays to pow­
er  ion  thrusters  that  will  push  it  slowly
away from Earth, until, 11 months later,  it
arrives in orbit around the Moon. 

esa is also chipping in esprit, a mod­
ule that will allow Gateway to be refuelled
once it is in lunar orbit. Canada is making
the  station’s  “external  robotic  system”,  a
mechanical arm. And Thales Alenia Space

This coming year, a Moonrush will begin in earnest

→ Also in this section

61 Omicron and the future of covid
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is at work on a second habitable module, i-

hab—a joint project by jaxa and esa that
will  likewise be attached after the station
core is safely in place.

Others are expected to join in, too. For,
besides  kudos,  participation  earns  access
to  halo for  a  country’s  astronauts.  Dave
Oberg,  who  manages  halo operations  at
Northrop  Grumman,  nasa’s  prime  con­
tractor for the unit, thus describes halo as
“the fi�rst Spacebnb” for lunar orbit.

To start with, the station will be inhab­
ited for just a month a year. Automated and
remotely controlled systems will run it at
other  times.  But  before  long,  Mr  Fuller
says, it should be possible to increase that
period to two months. Some might reckon
this brief. The International Space Station
(iss) has been continuously inhabited for
more  than  21  years.  But  the  iss orbits  a
mere 400km or so above Earth. Distant lu­
nar operations will be far harder to sustain,
not least because Gateway and any putative
surface base will be outside the radiation­
defl�ecting  embrace  of  Earth’s  magnetic
fi�eld, and will thus need heavy shielding. 

Ignition sequence start
Artemis I, the project’s fi�rst big launch, is
supposed to lift off� from Cape Canaveral in
a few months’ time. Its scientifi�c payload is
modest: 13 small “cubesats” to gather data
about  things  like  the  abundance  of  lunar
water.  But  its  real  purpose  is  to  evaluate
nasa’s massive Space Launch System (sls)
rocket  and  an  associated  crew  capsule,
called  Orion,  that  is  being  built  by  Lock­
heed Martin. On this mission an Orion cap­
sule will fl�y, uncrewed, 64,000km beyond
the  Moon,  before  returning  to  Earth  and
splashing down in the Pacifi�c Ocean.

The  follow­up  to  that,  Artemis  II,  is
scheduled for 2024. An sls will launch an
Orion capsule with a service module built
by esa attached to it. This will carry four as­
tronauts, one of them Canadian, into orbit
around Earth. After circling twice, to gain
speed,  and  thus  altitude,  the  spacecraft
will shed its last stage. The crew will then
conduct  manoeuvres  near  this  jettisoned
stage to give them a feel for how the cap­
sule  actually  handles,  as  well  as  a  bit  of
practice  for  “rendezvous  and  proximity”
operations like docking. On this mission, it
will  carry  astronauts  some  7,400km  be­
yond  the  Moon,  farther  from  Earth  than
people have ever previously ventured.

Artemis II’s fl�ight will probably last ten
days,  though  it  might  be  extended  to  as
much  as  three  weeks.  And  if  everything
goes well the door will thereby open for Ar­
temis III, a Moon landing, in 2025—proba­
bly near the lunar south pole with a crew of
four who will stay for six days. 

nasa says Artemis III will help it estab­
lish a permanent “fi�rst foothold on the lu­
nar  frontier”.  Artemis  Base  Camp,  as  this
will be named, should one day boast an un­

pressurised rover (for short drives with
spacesuits on), a pressurised “habitable
mobility platform” (for longer trips), and
living quarters that are not part of a lunar
lander. Eventually, it should be able sus­
tain four people for a month or two.

That, at least, is the plan. However, the
sls—already years late and shockingly ov­
er budget—may be beaten to its maiden
fl�ight by SpaceX’s Starship system. The re­
useable booster of this is more powerful
and much cheaper than the sls. And a ver­
sion of the crewed Starship itself has been
worked into the Artemis programme as the
fi�rst hls. Contingency plans are also being
laid for the crew transfer from the Orion
capsule to the Starship hls to be made di­
rectly, rather than via Gateway, in case the
station is not ready in time.

Starship’s existence raises questions
about the whole Artemis project. One is
whether the sls is the right launcher. An­
other is the value of circumlunar infra­
structure like Gateway. Cynics see both as
being as much conduits for piping money
to infl�uential aerospace fi�rms and politi­
cally important constituencies as they are
means for returning to the Moon—a suspi­
cion enhanced by the fact they are, in large
measure, continuations of previous, can­
celled, human­capable programmes, and
have cost billions of dollars. If Starship
proves itself in 2022 the contrast will be
stark, and an alternative approach using it
or some rival private­enterprise system,
and cutting out Gateway altogether, may
look quite attractive.

Whichever way things turn out, how­
ever, America is not alone in its desire to
operate outposts on and in orbit around
the Moon. In a remarkable development,
China and Russia announced in June 2021
their intention to build a joint Moonbase
and space station in lunar orbit—though,
according to offi�cials, the International Lu­
nar Research Station, as these orbital and

surface outposts are collectively to be
known, will not end up with people on
board until at least 2036.

Luna­25 and two follow­on missions
are now part of this eff�ort. So are China’s
increasingly complex Chang’e missions,
named, like Artemis, after a Moon goddess.
The Chang’e programme’s accomplish­
ments go well beyond its operations on the
Moon’s far side. China has used radar to
probe beneath the lunar surface. In 2020
Chang’e 5 brought some samples home. In
2024 Chang’e 6 is to begin establishing a
robotic research station on the Moon.

A notable obstacle to doing all this is ra­
diation, for it is not just people who are
harmed by it. Equipment is, too. As a con­
sequence, components developed for use
in satellites operating near Earth, and thus
shielded by the planet’s magnetic fi�eld, are
likely to fail rapidly when exposed to the
rigours of deeper space. To illustrate the
point, Timothy Cichan, Lockheed Martin’s
top designer for space exploration, ob­
serves that, despite heavy shielding, an
Orion’s electronics need to include so
much fail­safe redundancy that the cap­
sule’s computers are actually quite slow.

A higher rivalry
At one level, all of this is impressive. But
both the American and the joint Chinese­
Russian eff�orts will create little more than
lunar toeholds. For something substantial
and durable, local resources will be need­
ed. Two, in particular, might be useful.

The fi�rst is water. Its presence, in the
form of ice, was confi�rmed in 2008 by spec­
troscopic analysis of a plume of material
ejected from the lunar surface by an Indian
“impact probe”. The Moon’s ice is concen­
trated at its poles, which are home to the
largest number of places enjoying the per­
manent shadow required to stop ice evapo­
rating. But an analysis published in 2020
suggests such refuges are also scattered
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across the entire lunar surface.
Water is good for more than drinking. It

is scientifi�cally interesting, because work­
ing out the dates of its arrival on the Moon,
courtesy of incoming comets, will help il­
luminate  the  history  of  the  solar  system.
And its molecules can be split into oxygen
and hydrogen. The former  is,  literally, vi­
tal. The latter might be employed as rocket
fuel. And bringing water from Earth would
be  expensive.  At  the  moment,  the  cost  of
getting a kilogram of material from there to
the Moon’s surface is about $1.6m.

That cost is also pertinent to the second
resource,  the  Moon’s  surface  itself.  This
crushed rock, called regolith, crushed fur­
ther  still  and  perhaps  mixed  with  appro­
priate  liquids, might be turned into “ink”
suitable for the 3d printing of buildings.

Chang’e 8, scheduled for 2027, will test
that idea. One problem is that, in the vacu­
um of space, liquids rapidly boil. To over­
come  this,  esa has  run  tests  on  Earth.
These have found that sticking a printer’s
nozzle  beneath  a  layer  of  untreated  rego­
lith, which can then be brushed away after
the ink has set, seems to protect the squirt­
ed ink long enough for it to consolidate. 

An  alternative  approach  is  to  do  away
with the liquids altogether. Some 3d print­
ing techniques involve sintering dry pow­
ders  using  lasers  or  microwaves  rather
than  solidifying  slurrifi�ed  inks.  icon,  a
company in Austin, Texas, is being paid by
nasa to test this approach using a terrestri­
al knock­off� of lunar regolith.

Such eff�orts raise a question. Can lunar
resources be owned? The Outer Space Trea­
ty, which dates back to 1967 and has been
ratifi�ed by 111 countries,  including Ameri­
ca,  bans  claims  of  sovereignty  over  heav­
enly  bodies.  But  sovereignty  and  owner­
ship  are  not  the  same  thing.  So  America
and several other countries argue that use­
ful lunar materials are there for the taking. 

There is a catch, though. The treaty stip­
ulates space exploration be “for the benefi�t
and in the interests of all countries”. Some
see  this  to  mean  merely  that  exploration
must  be  peaceable.  Others  push  for  a
broader interpretation—that benefi�ts from
off�­world resources must be divvied up to
include non­spacefaring countries as well. 

A  talking shop called  the Hague Space
Resources Governance Working Group has
discussed the matter regularly since 2016.
Rather  than  wait  for  its  conclusions,
though, some have opted for action. Over
the years, the governments of America, the
uae and Luxembourg (a country that plays
host to many companies involved in space
businesses,  despite  its  small  size)  have
passed legislation granting fi�rms the right
to  extract  extraterrestrial  resources.  In
June 2021 Japan’s parliament followed suit.

And America, at least, is turning words
into  action.  nasa has  signed  a  contract
with Lunar Outpost, a robotics company in

Colorado, to provide communications and
hardware such as rovers on the Moon. If all
goes well, in late 2022 a Lunar Outpost rov­
er  carrying  4g communications  gear  for
Artemis  will  land  near  the  Moon’s  south
pole. In a side deal, it will also scoop up a
shovelful of regolith, take a picture of this,
and transmit that image back to nasa. This
act,  it  is claimed, will  transfer ownership
of the Moon dust to the agency—for which
Lunar  Outpost  will  be  paid  the  princely
sum  of  80  cents.  Julian  Cyrus,  the  fi�rm’s
head  of  operations,  says  the  transaction
will be the fi�rst sale of resources in space.
Not to mention a marketing coup.

America wants to get the private sector
excited  about  an  emerging  “cislunar”
economy. So far, this hinges mostly on gov­
ernment spending. But that could change.
Just as the past decade has seen an expan­
sion of commercial opportunities in orbit
around Earth, so some people hope some­
thing  similar  will  happen  on  the  Moon.
Not long ago, developing a robotic mission
to the Moon took about seven years. Now
three or four years is common, says Erick
Dupuis,  head  of  space­exploration  devel­
opment at the Canadian Space Agency. He
is in charge of a kitty of C$150m ($117m) in­
tended  to  help  Canadian  aerospace  fi�rms
dip their bread in the lunar gravy.

Celestial spheres of influence
The  Moonrush,  then,  brings  opportunity.
But  it  also  brings  geopolitical  jostling.
Among  Europe’s  spacefarers,  scientifi�c
goals  still  carry  weight.  Elsewhere,  mis­
sions are more about power­fl�aunting of a
sub­Apollo kind. Xavier Pasco, head of the
Foundation for Strategic Research, a Pari­
sian think­tank, reckons India, in particu­
lar, shapes its space exploration to gain an
edge over  its neighbours and rivals, Paki­
stan  and  China.  China’s  desire  to  erode
America’s technological lead in space is no
secret. As for Russia, Pavel Luzin, an expert

on space policy and security  in St  Peters­
burg, says his country sees space prowess
as  a  pillar  of  national  power  overtopped
only by its nuclear weapons and un Securi­
ty Council veto.

Some  observers  see  the  spacefaring
world  dividing  into  two  increasingly  op­
posed camps. One consists of America and
(at  the  moment)  13  other  countries  that
have  joined  its  Moon  programme.  These
have signed up to the so­called Artemis Ac­
cords, a set of motherhood­and­apple­pie
principles about the peaceful use of space,
data  sharing,  mutual  aid  and  so  on.  The
other,  less  formal,  camp  is  led  by  China,
with Russia a junior partner. Marco Aliber­
ti of the European Space Policy Institute, an
international  quango,  says  that  countries
being  wooed  to  join  this  group  include
Iran, Pakistan and Saudi Arabia.

There are also military risks. The Outer
Space  Treaty  bans  nuclear  or  other  weap­
ons of mass destruction in space. Respect
for that, and also for a more general taboo
against the placing in space of other types
of  weaponry,  could  be  challenged  by  the
emerging  polarisation  of  spacefaring
countries, says Sa’id Mosteshar of the Lon­
don Institute of Space Policy and Law. 

For  its part, darpa, an American mili­
tary­research  agency,  has  called  cislunar
space the “new high ground”. That makes it
something no power would willingly con­
cede to an opponent. The potential for dip­
lomatic incidents in space, albeit not cislu­
nar  on  this  occasion,  was  illustrated  by  a
Chinese  complaint  in  December  to  the
un’s  Offi�ce  for  Outer  Space  Aff�airs  about
two  alleged  close  encounters  between  its
space station, Tiangong, and satellites be­
longing to SpaceX’s Starlink network.

America’s Air Force Research Laborato­
ry is thus developing a “Cislunar Highway
Patrol  System”  to  assist  America’s  Space
Force, the newest branch of its military es­
tablishment. Offi�cials are cagey about the
details.  But  this  and  similar  programmes
for deeper “space domain awareness” will,
says  Jaime  Stearns,  the  laboratory’s  head
for  space  vehicles,  help  ensure  safe  pas­
sage of hardware to and from the Moon.

nasa seems keen on such ideas. In 2020
it  signed  an  agreement  with  the  Space
Force for, among other things, greater pro­
tection for lunar spacecraft. Until recently,
the force’s commanders assumed their re­
sponsibilities  ended  36,000km  from
Earth, the altitude of so­called geostation­
ary satellites, which appear to hover in the
sky because they have an orbital period of
24 hours. Those days are now over. As the
agreement  with  nasa noted,  the  push  to
the Moon multiplies  the volume of space
the Defence Department must keep an eye
on more than a thousandfold. If it ever ex­
isted,  then,  the  age  of  innocence is past.
Tentatively,  but  deliberately, the Final
Frontier is now being pushed out. n�

jaxa’s Moondroid 
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The new covid variant

Omicron causes a less severe illness

than earlier variants

With its ability to escape immunity
induced  by  past  infections  and  vac­

cines, the Omicron variant of sars­cov­2,
fi�rst detected in South Africa on November
9th,  has  been  tearing  around  the  world,
causing  record  numbers  of  cases  of  co­
vid­19 as it does so. Australia, Britain, Den­
mark, France, Italy and South Africa are at
the  forefront  of  this  rising  wave  of  infec­
tions. But Omicron has reached at least 113
other countries, too. 

Yet despite its ominous­looking clutch
of  mutations,  particularly  in  the  “spike”
protein it uses to attach itself to cells when
infecting  them,  the  past  week  has  given
grounds for hope that the symptoms Omi­
cron causes are less severe than those in­
duced by its predecessors, and that people
who do get infected are thus less likely to
end up in hospital, or dead. This good news
is tempered by the fact that it  is far more
contagious than those predecessors. It will
thus spread widely in coming weeks. And a
higher infection rate, even of a less serious
illness,  could  still  overwhelm  hospitals
and cause many deaths.

Hope springs eternal
Omicron’s lower severity is probably a re­
sult  of  changes  in  the  virus  itself,  com­
bined with high levels of immunity (from
vaccination  or  prior  infection)  that  have
built up in human populations. A study re­
leased  on  December  21st  by  the  National
Institute  for  Communicable  Diseases,  in
Johannesburg,  for  example,  found,  after
adjustment for age, illnesses and other fac­
tors (including vaccination status and pri­
or infection) which determine the chances
of developing severe disease, that Omicron
cases  are  80%  less  likely  than  previous
variants to require admission to hospital. 

On December 22nd, work published in
Britain pointed in a similar direction. Re­
searchers  from  Imperial  College,  in  Lon­
don,  showed  that  people  in  England  who
had been infected with Omicron were 40­
45% less likely than those with its immedi­
ate  predecessor,  Delta,  to  be  admitted  to
hospital  for a day or more. They also had
shorter stays. 

When the researchers dug more deeply
they  also  found that,  broadly  speaking,
people who had had at  least two doses of
any  of  the  three  vaccines  (AstraZeneca,
Moderna and Pfi�zer) used  in Britain were
“substantially  protected”  against  hospital
admission, even if protection against actu­

al infection by Omicron had been lost. The
next day, Britain’s Health Security Agency
concluded that those in the country catch­
ing Omicron are 55­69% less likely than
people infected by Delta to need hospital
care, and 31­45% less likely to go to acci­
dent and emergency units.

The fi�ndings about vaccination put a
new complexion on previous concerns
that antibodies raised in people jabbed
against the original Wuhan strain, or who
have been previously infected, will not ef­
fectively neutralise Omicron. Clive Dix, a
former chairman of Britain’s Vaccine Task­
force, said, “we have seen a progressive
loss of antibody neutralisation as we
moved through Alpha, Beta, Gamma and
Delta…but to date the vaccines all protect
against severe disease and death.” Booster
doses of vaccine, given in many countries,
will add to protection against both infec­
tion and disease. And the Imperial team
says that, as more data accumulate, it is
possible the risk of the most serious out­
comes of Omicron might turn out to be
even lower than currently suspected—add­
ing that remaining immune protection
against more severe outcomes of infection
is expected to be much higher than those
against milder disease.

This good news is tempered by caveats.
It is based on early data, and therefore only
small numbers of hospital admissions. As
of December 20th, for example, 132 British
patients with Omicron had been recorded
as passing through hospital emergency de­
partments. Of these 14 had died with covid
within 28 days of diagnosis, though the
precise cause of death is not always clear.
The victims ranged in age from 52 to 96. Yet

in Britain Omicron infections are currently
concentrated in 20­ to 29­year­olds. If the
virus spreads to older cohorts its impact
may thus worsen.

Moreover, once someone is so sick as to
require hospital treatment, doctors may
have fewer options available for Omicron
than for its antecedents. Previous strains
could often be treated with drugs called
monoclonal antibodies. Omicron seems
oblivious to most of these, and supplies of
those that do aff�ect it, newly developed
versions made by GlaxoSmithKline and Vir
Biotechnology, are limited.

The infectiousness of Omicron and the
consequent speed of its spread mean that
hospitals around the world are wary of an
onslaught of admissions happening at a
time when many staff� are unavailable be­
cause they, too, have been infected. All this
could have an eff�ect on care. Scientists ad­
vising the British government have warned
that covid­related admissions to hospital
this winter may match or exceed previous
peaks. But there is also hope that these
fears may not come true.

In Denmark, for instance, although
hospital­admission rates have risen, there
are signs this increase is at the low end of
the range of projections. And Chris Hop­
son, boss of nhs Providers, which repre­
sents organisations in England’s National
Health Service, tweeted on December 27th
that though the number of patients with
covid was rising, it was not doing so “pre­
cipitately”. Across the country it has gone
up by around 30% in a week. But many of
these are people who were admitted for
other reasons and are actually asymptom­
atic for covid, their infection having been
spotted instead by a routine test. For this
reason, Mr Hopson urges caution in over­
interpreting admissions data.

Waving Omicron goodbye?
The Omicron wave could also recede
quickly. In South Africa there is a feeling
that the country may have passed its peak
of cases (see chart). At a pre­Christmas
meeting Sir Patrick Vallance, Britain’s chief
scientifi�c adviser, said there was “an appar­
ent slowing of growth rates” of covid. Brit­
ain, and also Denmark, are both well vacci­
nated countries and will be watched close­
ly in the days and weeks to come.

Omicron may do more damage in plac­
es that are poorly vaccinated—especially
those where “zero­covid” strategies in­
tended to stop infections happening at all
mean there is little natural immunity
around either. But ultimately, there may be
a silver lining. By infecting so many people
and thus potentially providing widespread
immunity to the next variant of concern,
Omicron may accelerate covid’s transition
from being a dangerous epidemic to some­
thing that is an endemic nuisance which
people can learn to put up with. n�

But it is spreading fast, and options for treating it are more limited

A short, sharp shock?
Covid-19, 2021, per 100,000 population

Source: Johns Hopkins University CSSE *Confirmed daily
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Bathhouse culture

Body and soul

Yeni hammam in  Antakya,  Turkey’s
southernmost  city,  is  hard  to  fi�nd.

Would­be  bathers  must  search  the  maze­
like  streets  for  the  tell­tale  arched  en­
trance. Locals can help; after all, the ham­
mam has been there for over 300 years.

The name means “new bath”, and Yeni
Hammam is indeed much newer than oth­
er bathhouses in Antakya, some of which
date  back  to  the  Mamluks.  Inside,  the  ar­
chitecture is  lofty and monumental. Cus­
tomers strip off� in the entrance hall, before
beginning the ritual of steam, scrub and oil
massage,  progressing  through  three  mar­
ble  chambers  of  gradually  increasing 
humidity.  Light  from  star­shaped  chinks
in  the  domed  ceilings  fi�lters  through  the
vapour.  Old  hands  use  the  shafts  cast  on
the walls to tell the time of day. 

Like  many  cities,  Antakya  (Antioch  in
antiquity) once boasted many more ham­
mams, and before that, lavishly mosaicked
Roman baths. Over 2,000 years communal
bathing  never  went  out  of  fashion.  Now,
though, the tradition is under threat. Yeni
is one of only four functioning hammams
in Antakya—and in March 2020 it shut for
the  fi�rst  time  in  living  memory.  Across
north Africa and the Levant, from Morocco
to Istanbul, covid­19 closed historic bath­
houses. Not all have reopened. To survive,
they must draw deep on a venerable past.  

Historically, hammams fulfi�lled a prac­

tical function as communal washing facil­
ities. They were a fi�xture of the Islamic ur­
ban landscape, built close to mosques and
with similar architecture—a place to purify
the  body  before  focusing  on  the  soul.
Strictly segregated by gender, under Otto­
man rule hammams became hubs for busi­
ness,  socialising  and  gossip.  They  were 
vital for women in times when they could
not  meet  freely  in  public.  As  Lady  Mary
Wortley Montagu, a British traveller, rhap­
sodised in the early 18th century, “’tis  the
women’s coff�ee­house, where all the news
of the town is told [and] scandal invented”.

Mariem,  a  Tunisian  student,  affi�rms
that, before the pandemic, she and her pals
would  visit  the  hammam  about  once  a
month for dedicated girl time: wrapped in
foutas (linen towels), they ate oranges and
laughed in the steam. For most clients, the
trip is now a treat not a necessity. Bathing
in the Hammam Nur al­Din, one of the old­
est in Damascus, is a retro thrill, says Bash­
ar, one of its erstwhile patrons. Besides the
steam and the massage, “I connect with my
roots.” His forebears “all washed on these
same stones, under these same domes”.

When  governments  forced  hammams
to  close  in  2020,  the  copper  boilers  sim­
mered  down  and  ran  dry.  Even  between
lockdowns,  fear  kept  people  away—espe­
cially  the  elderly,  often  among  the  most
dedicated  clients,  having  grown  up  with
the tradition and benefi�ting most from as­
sisted  washing.  Tourists  vanished.  Even
the  great  hammams  of  Istanbul  felt  the
pinch. Many operators feared the worst. 

But  though  the  pandemic  accelerated
the  decline  of  hammams,  it  began  much
earlier. Since the widespread advent of do­
mestic hot water 70 years ago, their utility
and profi�ts have been eroded. Only a few of
the  poorest  clients  still  rely  on  them  for
routine washing; the wealthy have largely
forsaken  them  for  Western­style  spas.
Telephones  and  the  internet  undermined
their  social  purpose.  In  the  20th  century
many closed across the Middle East (occa­
sionally  becoming  museums).  Of  those
that  survived  these  changes—as  well  as
wars, earthquakes and revolutions—some
have been fi�nished off� by the coronavirus.

Legend has it that Cairo once boasted a
hammam for each day of the year; today it
has fewer than a dozen. Of the 50 in the an­
cient Medina of Tunis in the 19th century,
only half cling on. In Damascus two­thirds
have closed since the 1940s. A handful op­
erate  in  the  whole  of  Lebanon.  In  Turkey
hammam culture remains strong, but the
downturn  is  showing.  Yeni  Hammam  is
clean  but  crumbling.  Amid  the  trickle  of
water,  the  eerie  green  hue  of  the  peeling
plaster suggests an underwater cave.

And  yet  in  places  such  as  Tripoli  in
northern Lebanon, the steam still rises. A
worker at Hamman el Abed confi�des that it

ANTAKYA , TRIPOLI AND TUNIS

Covid-19 has accelerated the decline of hammams. Yet the steam still rises

→ Also in this section

63 Johnson: Words of the year
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If 2020 was the year of the covid-19
explosion, 2021 will go down as the one

in which the world struggled to get back
to normal. The words of the year—cho-
sen by dictionary publishers, other lin-
guistic outfits and sometimes this col-
umn—reflect the disconcerting mix of
familiarity and strangeness.

Getting back to business meant, for
some, returning to the dreariness of
politics. Dictionary.com chose allyship as
its word of the year, to describe the prac-
tice of people outside oppressed groups
aiding and trying to understand those in
them. Some have detected and decried
woke-washing, the ruse of polishing a
brand—usually a company’s—by talking
allyship while doing the opposite. Woke-
washing is a mutation of the older virtue-

signalling. Signalling virtue is no bad
thing, but the phrase has come to mean
merely parading purity and doing little.

For others, “back to business” was
more literal. The economy generated
several contenders for the word of 2021.
In the traditional economy, inflation was
the talk of central bankers and com-
mentators, and transitory became the
buzzword associated with it—until
America’s Federal Reserve abruptly
stopped reassuring people that it would
soon pass. People who had never thought
much about supply chains began doing so
as they were disrupted worldwide.

But nontraditional finance produced
more new words—or new uses for exist-
ing ones—than the boring old economy.
DeFi, or decentralised finance, is the
widest term for a group of phenomena
including blockchains, cryptocurrencies

and non-fungible tokens or nfts, a kind of
title deed over a digital asset such as an
artwork. (Collins, a dictionary publisher,
chose nft as its word of the year.) When
the parent company of Facebook

changed its name to Meta, the metaverse, a
parallel digital reality in which users play
and work—and can buy and sell in crypto-
currencies—shot up in online searches. 

DeFi jargon only gets weirder. Stonks

and hodl are jokey misspellings for stocks
and hold; stonks can be a one-word com-
mentary on market gyrations, hodl an
expression of willingness to hang on to
crypto-assets even as prices drop. Enthusi-
asts add laser eyes to their avatars on Twit-
ter, representing their laser focus on get-
ting rich with crypto, and talk of diamond

hands, meaning unwillingness to sell in a
panic (the opposite of paper hands). They
are sure their assets are going to the

moon—a catchphrase invariably followed
by two rocket emoji. 

Those who don’t get it are right-clickers:

failing to grasp the worth of things like
nfts, they think they can right-click and
save a digital image on their computer
with the same value. Crypto-adepts revel
in obscurity. Take one website’s welcome:
“$WAGMI embodies the heart and soul of
diamond handed apes. No plebs, no jeets,
and no rugs—just moon, ser.”

But the year’s most significant words
were once again covid-related. A ping-

demic, unleashed by Britain’s track-and-
trace app notifying countless people that
they had to self-isolate, showed the
frustrating shortcomings of technologi-
cal fixes. Variant made its way into every-
day parlance, as the world started learn-
ing the Greek alphabet. Delta rampaged
in the middle of the year, and the highly
contagious Omicron was on everyone’s
lips as it ended—albeit with some confu-
sion about how to pronounce it. While
some English-speaking classicists put
the stress on the second syllable, most
people converged on the first syllable
favoured by the media (which is closer to
how modern Greeks say their 15th letter). 

Omicron means “little o”, in contrast
to omega, “big o”, the final letter of the
Greek alphabet. Sadly, even the Omega
variant is unlikely to be the last. But
Johnson’s word of 2021 is a brighter one.
Oscar-hopeful producers like to release
their films at the end of the year, the
better to make them fresh in voters’
minds at selection time. But the most
important word of the past year came
right at the start. It is not a new word, but
unquestionably 2021’s most resonant.
Derived from the Latin vacca for cow, and
named after an early example used to
treat cowpox, vaccines finally bent the
curve of the covid pandemic. 

With frequent use comes change:
vaccine was shortened to vax. That can
be used as a verb, especially in participle
form (vaxxed), and has spawned varia-
tions including double-vaxxed and anti-

vax, and portmanteaus like vaxophobia or
vaxication (for people’s first trip after
getting their jabs). More variations are
sure to come in 2022, much like new
vaccines themselves—another testament
to human irrepressibility.

This column’s word of the year honours scientific ingenuity

Johnson The great vaxxation

never closed during lockdown. (The steam
kills the virus anyway, he insists.) A fuel
and electricity crisis had left many Leba-
nese without hot water at home—but ham-
mams elsewhere are reviving too. In Anta-
kya attendance is growing as temperatures
fall and vaccination rates increase. 

One aspect of hammam culture proving
resistant to the pressures of both moderni-
ty and covid-19 is its role in wedding ritu-
als. Traditionally, brides bathed before
weddings, and grooms’ mothers came to
inspect them: it might be the only chance
to see them unveiled. Recently Yeni Ham-

mam hosted a modern-day bridal party. A
group of 30, including pensioners and ba-
bies, danced in sodden slips and towels,
beating drums and singing in the tepid
chamber, before piling into the steam
room for a scrub by an attendant. (These
can be eye-watering: in Syrian Arabic, the
word for the scrub—takyees—is also used
when the regime snatches someone for in-
terrogation.) Aunts washed their nieces’
hair amid a cacophony of chatter. In the
cooling room, picnic rugs were laid out on
the central marble slab.

Bridal parties are an example of the 

intergenerational socialising hammams
have always hosted: mothers brought
daughters to the baths, where they could
observe the bodies of other women at dif-
ferent stages of life, unselfconscious and
unposed. Today these parties, and the male
equivalents, are a vital part of both tradi-
tion and modern business plans—as,
against the odds, enterprising hammams
struggle into a post-covid world. No longer
an essential part of daily life, they can still
connect bathers to their heritage, their cit-
ies and a deep part of their identity, which
the steam brings out of their pores. n�
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Economic data

 Gross domestic product Consumer prices Unemployment Current-account Budget Interest rates Currency units
% change on year ago % change on year ago rate balance balance 10-yr gov't bonds change on per $ % change

latest quarter* 2021† latest 2021† % % of GDP, 2021† % of GDP, 2021† latest,% year ago, bp Dec 28th on year ago

United States 4.9 Q3 2.3 5.5 6.8 Nov 4.7 4.2 Nov -3.4 -12.4 1.5 55.0 -
China 4.9 Q3 0.8 7.9 2.3 Nov 0.9 5.0 Nov‡§ 2.4 -4.9 2.6 §§ -37.0 6.37 2.7
Japan 1.2 Q3 -3.6 2.1 0.6 Nov -0.2 2.8 Nov 3.3 -8.9 nil -8.0 115 -9.5
Britain 6.8 Q3 4.3 6.7 5.1 Nov 2.7 4.2 Sep†† -2.8 -10.9 0.9 65.0 0.74 nil
Canada 4.0 Q3 5.4 5.0 4.7 Nov 3.2 6.0 Nov 0.8 -9.5 1.5 75.0 1.28 0.8
Euro area 3.9 Q3 9.1 5.0 4.9 Nov 2.5 7.3 Oct 3.0 -7.2 -0.2 34.0 0.89 -7.9
Austria 5.7 Q3 14.6 4.7 4.3 Nov 2.7 5.8 Oct 2.0 -5.8 nil 45.0 0.89 -7.9
Belgium 4.9 Q3 8.4 5.2 5.7 Dec 2.8 6.3 Oct 1.7 -6.6 0.1 48.0 0.89 -7.9
France 3.3 Q3 12.6 6.7 2.8 Nov 2.1 7.6 Oct -1.3 -8.9 0.1 43.0 0.89 -7.9
Germany 2.6 Q3 6.9 2.7 5.2 Nov 3.3 3.3 Oct 6.1 -6.3 -0.2 34.0 0.89 -7.9
Greece 13.7 Q3 11.3 8.0 4.8 Nov 0.2 12.9 Oct -4.5 -9.8 1.3 68.0 0.89 -
Italy 3.9 Q3 11.0 6.3 3.7 Nov 1.9 9.4 Oct 3.8 -9.6 1.1 59.0 0.89 -
Netherlands 5.2 Q3 8.7 4.3 5.2 Nov 2.7 2.7 Nov 7.9 -4.7 -0.3 21.0 0.89 -
Spain 3.4 Q3 10.9 4.4 5.5 Nov 2.7 14.5 Oct 1.1 -8.4 0.5 43.0 0.89 -
Czech Republic 2.8 Q3 6.1 3.0 6.0 Nov 3.8 2.6 Oct‡ 2.2 -7.1 3.0 170 22.1 -
Denmark 3.7 Q3 4.3 3.2 3.4 Nov 1.7 3.1 Oct 7.5 -0.3 nil 50.0 6.58 -
Norway 5.1 Q3 16.1 4.0 5.1 Nov 3.3 3.6 Oct‡‡ 12.5 0.4 1.4 76.0 8.82 -1.8
Poland 5.5 Q3 9.5 5.1 7.8 Nov 4.9 5.4 Nov§ 1.1 -5.8 3.5 230 4.07 -9.8
Russia 4.3 Q3 na 4.2 8.4 Nov 6.7 4.3 Oct§ 5.3 -0.5 8.4 219 73.8 nil
Sweden 4.5 Q3 8.2 4.1 3.3 Nov 2.2 7.5 Nov§ 4.9 -1.9 0.2 22.0 9.06 -8.6
Switzerland 4.1 Q3 6.8 3.6 1.5 Nov 0.5 2.5 Nov 5.4 -3.8 -0.2 33.0 0.92 3
Turkey 7.4 Q3 na 10.0 21.3 Nov 18.6 10.7 Oct§ -1.0 -3.0 23.2 1,073 11.8 4
Australia 3.9 Q3 -7.5 3.8 3.0 Q3 2.7 4.6 Nov 4.1 -5.8 1.6 58.0 1.38 3
Hong Kong 5.4 Q3 0.5 6.5 1.9 Nov 1.6 4.1 Nov‡‡ 4.0 -4.6 1.4 65.0 7.80 6
India 8.4 Q3 54.1 9.2 4.9 Nov 5.0 7.0 Nov -0.8 -7.0 6.5 55.0 74.7 6
Indonesia 3.5 Q3 na 3.1 1.7 Nov 1.7 6.5 Q3§ -0.1 -6.0 6.3 40.0 14,228 5
Malaysia -4.5 Q3 na 3.0 3.3 Nov 2.3 4.3 Oct§ 3.5 -6.5 3.6 89.0 4.18 -3.1
Pakistan 4.7 2021** na 3.8 11.5 Nov 9.2 6.9 2019 -4.5 -6.9 11.5 ††† 157 178 -10.1
Philippines 7.1 Q3 16.1 4.8 4.2 Nov 4.5 7.4 Q4§ -2.0 -7.5 4.8 176 50.5 -4.8
Singapore 7.1 Q3 5.2 6.8 3.9 Nov 2.0 2.6 Q3 18.1 -4.2 1.6 75.0 1.36 -2.2
South Korea 4.0 Q3 1.3 3.9 3.8 Nov 2.4 2.6 Nov§ 4.9 -3.1 2.2 52.0 1,188 -7.7
Taiwan 3.7 Q3 1.1 5.7 2.8 Nov 2.0 3.7 Nov 14.7 -1.6 0.7 36.0 27.7 1.6
Thailand -0.3 Q3 -4.2 1.3 2.7 Nov 1.2 1.5 Dec§ -2.4 -7.7 1.7 52.0 33.5 -10.0
Argentina 11.9 Q3 17.3 9.5 51.2 Nov 48.5 8.2 Q3§ 1.7 -4.6 na na 103 -18.2
Brazil 4.0 Q3 -0.4 4.8 10.7 Nov 8.3 12.1 Oct§‡‡ 0.1 -5.8 10.3 319 5.64 -6.0
Chile 17.2 Q3 21.0 11.9 6.7 Nov 4.5 8.1 Oct§‡‡ -2.9 -7.0 5.6 289 856 -17.0
Colombia 12.9 Q3 24.9 9.7 5.3 Nov 3.5 11.8 Oct§ -5.4 -8.5 8.1 318 4,003 -12.7
Mexico 4.5 Q3 -1.7 6.1 7.4 Nov 5.6 3.8 Nov 1.7 -3.3 7.6 239 20.6 -2.4
Peru 11.4 Q3 15.0 14.7 5.7 Nov 3.9 8.6 Nov§ -2.4 -4.0 6.0 244 4.00 -9.8
Egypt 9.8 Q3 na 3.3 5.5 Nov 5.6 7.5 Q3§ -4.3 -7.9 na na 15.7 -0.1
Israel 4.4 Q3 2.5 6.3 2.4 Nov 1.6 4.5 Nov 4.7 -4.5 1.0 20.0 3.10 3.9
Saudi Arabia -4.1 2020 na 2.9 1.1 Nov 3.1 6.6 Q3 4.1 -2.3 na na 3.76 -0.3
South Africa 2.9 Q3 -5.8 4.9 5.5 Nov 4.5 34.9 Q3§ 2.7 -8.0 9.4 64.0 15.8 -7.3

Source: Haver Analytics.  *% change on previous quarter, annual rate. †The Economist Intelligence Unit estimate/forecast. §Not seasonally adjusted. ‡New series. **Year ending June. ††Latest 3 months. ‡‡3-month moving 
average. §§5-year yield. †††Dollar-denominated bonds. 

Markets
% change on: % change on:

Index one Dec 31st index one Dec 31st
In local currency Dec 28th week 2020 Dec 28th week 2020

United States S&P 500 4,786.4 2.9 27.4
United States NAScomp 15,781.7 2.9 22.5
China Shanghai Comp 3,630.1 0.1 4.5
China Shenzhen Comp 2,514.8 0.4 8.0
Japan Nikkei 225 29,069.2 1.9 5.9
Japan Topix 2,005.0 1.8 11.1
Britain FTSE 100 7,372.1 1.0 14.1
Canada S&P TSX 21,229.7 1.5 21.8
Euro area EURO STOXX 50 4,311.9 3.3 21.4
France CAC 40 7,181.1 3.1 29.4
Germany DAX* 15,963.7 3.3 16.4
Italy FTSE/MIB 27,444.9 3.0 23.4
Netherlands AEX 801.0 3.4 28.2
Spain IBEX 35 8,688.9 3.6 7.6
Poland WIG 68,737.5 2.3 20.5
Russia RTS, $ terms 1,611.8 2.4 16.2
Switzerland SMI 12,970.5 2.3 21.2
Turkey BIST 1,850.5 -2.2 25.3
Australia All Ord. 7,744.7 1.0 13.1
Hong Kong Hang Seng 23,280.6 1.3 -14.5
India BSE 57,897.5 2.8 21.2
Indonesia IDX 6,598.3 0.7 10.4
Malaysia KLSE 1,539.9 3.2 -5.4

Pakistan KSE 44,043.7 -0.3 0.7
Singapore STI 3,128.4 1.4 10.0
South Korea KOSPI 3,020.2 1.5 5.1
Taiwan TWI 18,196.8 2.3 23.5
Thailand SET 1,641.5 1.2 13.3
Argentina MERV 82,783.7 -1.6 61.6
Brazil BVSP 104,864.2 -0.6 -11.9
Mexico IPC 53,238.5 2.2 20.8
Egypt EGX 30 11,913.4 3.4 9.8
Israel TA-125 2,057.4 4.1 31.2
Saudi Arabia Tadawul 11,315.3 0.5 30.2
South Africa JSE AS 72,444.5 1.9 21.9
World, dev'd MSCI 3,239.3 2.8 20.4
Emerging markets MSCI 1,227.1 1.9 -5.0

US corporate bonds, spread over Treasuries

Dec 31st
Basis points latest 2020

Investment grade 122 136
High-yield 340 429

Sources: Refinitiv Datastream; Standard & Poor's Global Fixed Income
Research. *Total return index.

Commodities

The Economist commodity-price index % change on
2015=100 Dec 14th 21st 27th* month year

Dollar Index

All Items 156.1 161.4 163.7 8.5 6.3
Food 136.0 137.3 140.9 6.5 18.9
Industrials    

All 174.9 183.9 185.0 10.0 -1.2
Nfa† 159.4 156.2 161.7 7.2 26.7
Metals 179.5 192.1 191.8 10.7 -6.3

Sterling Index

All items 180.0 186.2 186.2 7.0 6.8

Euro Index

All items 153.6 158.9 160.4 7.9 14.9

Gold

$ per oz 1,775.3 1,786.9 1,812.5 1.8 -3.6

West Texas Intermediate

$ per barrel 73.7 74.1 76.0 3.6 48.4

Sources: CME Group; Cotlook; Darmenn & Curl; Datastream from 
Refinitiv; FT; ICCO; ICO; ISO; Live Rice Index; LME; NZ Wool Services; 
Thompson Lloyd & Ewart; Urner Barry; WSJ.  *Provisional
†Non-food agriculturals.

For more countries and additional data, visit
Economist.com/indicators
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Dollar 

divination

For much of humanity the new year is a
time for refl�ection on the past. But ma­

ny minds will also inevitably cast forward.
If  the fi�tful past  two years of  the covid­19
pandemic off�er any lesson, it is that the fu­
ture remains murky and uncertain.

Not  to  be  deterred,  we  have  turned  to
prediction markets to give us a glimpse of
2022.  Pooling  data  from  punters  on  ex­

changes like Betfair, Metaculus, PredictIt
and Smarkets, can off�er a theoretically bet­
ter guide to the future than plunging head­
long into the unknown. Will the pandemic
claim millions more? Might Russia invade
Ukraine?  Could  America’s  high  infl�ation
persist?  And will  Tom  Brady  win  an  ob­
scene eighth Super Bowl? Another eventful
year awaits. n�

What prediction markets expect 
will happen in 2022

Unlikely

Likely

Very likely

Very unlikely

Evens

Implied chance of this happening in 2022
December 27th 2021

World news PoliticsCovid-19 Sport & cultureBusiness & economics

Sources: Betfair; Metaculus; PredictIt; Smarkets

43%

Russia invades
Ukraine

73%

Norway wins most gold 
medals at Winter 

Olympics

46%

Boris Johnson is forced
out of Downing St

29%

Iran agrees to
a new nuclear

deal with P5+1

14%

Brazil, the
favourites, win
men’s football

World Cup

9%

Manny Pacquiao hooks
new gig as president

of the Philippines

63%

At least 6.5bn covid-19
jabs administered

globally in 2022

52%

Inflation in America 
exceeds 4% in 2022

65%

Electric-vehicle
sales in US top
600k, up from
330k in 2019

30%

Democrats
keep control
of the Senate

63%

Emmanuel Macron
wins French
presidential

election

53%

More than 2.5m
people die from
covid-19 in 2022

32%

More than
400k Americans
die from covid-19

in 2022

20%

More than 300m
official cases of
covid-19 in 2022

35%

Big tech firms
account for over
25% of S&P 500

market value

21%

Crude-oil price
is below $60 per

barrel at end
of year

10%

Global air travel
is above pre-

pandemic level
by June

40%

Bitcoin price ends
year above $70k,

up from $50k
today

46%

American 
economy grows 
by less than 3% 

in 2022
44%

Omicron is still
the dominant
variant by end

of year

68%

Luiz Inácio Lula
da Silva reclaims

presidency
of Brazil

82%

Republicans win
control of House of

Representatives

12%

Tom Brady wins 
his eighth Super 

Bowl with
Tampa Bay

24%

“West Side Story” wins 
best picture Oscar

95% 

US box-office 
revenues fall short 

of 2019 level 
($11.3bn) 

25%

2022 is the 
hottest year in 
NASA’s records

17%

Israel and 
Palestine hold 

peace talks

10%

Military conflict 
begins between 

China and 
Taiwan 5%

Hungary declares 
a referendum on 
EU membership
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There were many times, Desmond Tutu recalled, when the
apartheid rulers were strutting like cocks of the walk and his

own  people  were  being  treated  like  rubbish,  that  he  wanted  to
whisper in God’s ear, “God, we know that you are in charge. Why
don’t you make it slightly more obvious?”

For most of his long life, it did not seem obvious at all. He was a
black man in a place where skin colour had a cruel and absurd sig­
nifi�cance. At  the height of apartheid, black South Africans were
denied citizenship in their own country. They could not vote; their
schools were awful; they could not enter white areas except as ser­
vants. Inter­racial love was illegal. Anyone who protested against
the hundreds of daily injustices might be whipped—or worse.

Yet the diminutive Mr Tutu kept piping up for the voiceless. As
a Christian and a priest, he had no choice in the matter. He was
God’s arms, hands, eyes, ears; when he saw oppression anywhere,
God’s word burned in his breast until he had to speak out. Even as
others picked up pangas and guns, he rejected the acid of hatred
and preached non­violent resistance.

This was a hard sell, especially to the angry young men in black
townships. One day in 1985 he rescued a man who was thought to
have been an impimpi, or informer, for the South African security
police. The crowd was about to put a petrol­fi�lled tyre round his
neck to “necklace” him, or burn him to death. Without pausing to
think, Mr Tutu waded into the furious mob and ordered them to
stop. Only later did he realise what peril he had been in. 

He was born poor, in Transvaal province, to a housemaid and a
teacher.  He  grew  up  amid  constant  racial  slights,  dying  many
deaths when his father was addressed as “Ja, boy,” by a mere slip of
a white girl in a shop. Yet he learned early on that not everyone was
bigoted. When he was nine or ten, a white man in a long cassock
doff�ed his hat to his mother. It was Trevor Huddleston, an Angli­
can priest who taught that all people were equally children of God. 

Huddleston  deeply  infl�uenced  him,  to  the  extent  that  after
teaching for a while he turned to theology, and was ordained him­
self in 1960. He was sure now that a man of God could also be a man
of  action,  and  that  the  sinister,  euphemistic  bureaucratese  of
apartheid could be rebutted with simple truths, plainly expressed.
He summed up the anti­apartheid struggle in the clearest words
he  knew:  “God  is  not  mocked!  You  have  already  lost!”  Then  he
phrased it more politely: “All we are asking you to do is to recog­
nise that we are humans, too.”

He  was  tear­gassed  and  arrested  for  preaching  this  message.
His passport was revoked more than once. And it was not only sup­
porters of apartheid who criticised him. Advocates of gradual re­
form  thought  him  too  hasty  when  he  demanded  that  apartheid
should simply be abolished. Advocates of armed struggle thought
his approach too slow. Communists, of whom there were many in
the liberation movement, disliked his distaste for their creed.

Yet it was his vision that prevailed. The armed struggle went
nowhere. It was economic sanctions and moral ostracism, both of
which he championed, that ended apartheid. In 1992 white South
Africans voted in a referendum to continue with reforms that led
to multiracial democracy. In 1994, at 62, the archbishop cast his
fi�rst vote. It made him want to sing, cry,  laugh, shout “Yippee!”,
jump and dance, all together. 

He could have retired then, a Nobel peace laureate and giant of
the struggle. But he said he found it too hard to shut up. Besides,
the crimes of the old era needed to be documented, exposed, re­
pented  for  and—most  important—forgiven.  In  1995  he  was  ap­
pointed  to  chair  the  Truth  and  Reconciliation  Commission,  a
groundbreaking  exercise  in  restorative,  not  retributive  justice.
Perpetrators of atrocities from all sides were invited to tell all and,
in exchange for the truth, were given full or partial amnesty. Vic­
tims  and  their  families  were  compensated.  The  premise,  in  his
view, was simple. People—even those who stood round eating bar­
becue  and  drinking  beer  while  a  shot  black  body  burned—were
not monsters. They could change. 

Many griped about the commission’s imperfections, and plen­
ty of bigwigs in the new ruling party, the African National Con­
gress,  refused  to  co­operate.  As  nerves  frayed,  he  even  behaved
like a prima donna himself. But the commission added volumes to
the public’s understanding of the truth. That truth hurt, but it was
the fi�rst necessary step towards forgiveness. And those who for­
gave, he insisted, were not doormats; they were peacemakers. 

He hugely admired Nelson Mandela, South Africa’s fi�rst black
president, and chuckled with delight when foreigners occasional­
ly confused them. But he had stern words for Mandela’s succes­
sors. The anc’s policy of “black economic empowerment” was en­
riching a small elite, not the impoverished masses. As for Jacob
Zuma’s  kleptocratic  gangsterism,  it  was  worse  even  than  the
apartheid regime; because at least, in that case, you expected it. 

His urge to agitate for right spilled far outside South Africa’s
borders. He visited genocide sites in Rwanda, including a dimly lit
church in which he found himself walking, trembling with tears,
over the year­old bodies of the dead. He campaigned for the Angli­
can church to let gay people take communion, saying he would
not  want  to  worship  a  homophobic  God.  On  visits  to  Israel,  he
loudly pleaded the Palestinian cause. 

For all the horrors he saw and heard of, he was certain that hu­
man  beings  were  made  by  Goodness,  for  goodness.  Everyone
could repent. Many could forgive. He drew comfort even from the
evening headlines: if wrong was the norm, it wouldn’t be news.
And he loved to turn his pixieish sense of humour on himself. He
joked once that, owing to a mix­up at the Pearly Gates, he was sent
to hell. A  few days  later St Peter heard a bang, bang, banging at
Heaven’s door, and found it was the devil knocking. St Peter said,
“Ja jong, what are you doing here?!” The devil replied, “Since you
sent Tutu down to the warmer place, he’s been causing too much
trouble! I came here to ask for political asylum.” n�

Troublemaker in a cassock

Desmond Tutu, Archbishop of Cape Town and anti-apartheid
colossus, died on December 26th, aged 90
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