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The world this week
Politics
Sep 04, 2025 02:56 PM



China's ruler, Xi Jinping, threw down his biggest challenge yet to the West's global leadership by holding Beijing's largest-ever military parade and a summit of 26 leaders from other countries. China showed off its new weapons, including laser gadgets, nuclear missiles and robot wolves at the parade, which was attended by Vladimir Putin, Kim Jong Un and leaders from Belarus, Iran, Pakistan and Zimbabwe. Mr Kim travelled with his teenage daughter, Kim Ju Ae, who may be the North Korean dictator's eventual successor.
A pipe dream

Mr Xi held talks with Mr Putin on the eve of the parade and said they would work to create a "more just and equitable" global system. Russia announced that it had reached an agreement with China to build the Power of Siberia 2 gas pipeline, which is supposed to provide China with alternative supplies to the liquefied natural gas it imports from America, Qatar and Australia. There was no detail about who would pay for the project, which is not due to be built until the 2030s. China offered no comment on the supposed deal.

Narendra Modi, India's prime minister, made his first trip to China in seven years and also held talks with Mr Xi. Both men spoke warmly of their relationship. Mr Modi has been trying to balance India's relations with China and America, but has been caught off guard by America's imposition of tariffs.

In Thailand Paetongtarn Shinawatra was dismissed as prime minister by the Constitutional Court, which decided she had violated ethics rules when she held a phone call with Hun Sen, a still influential former Cambodian prime minister, to discuss a border skirmish between the two countries. The ruling Pheu Thai party wanted to name a new prime minister, but Anutin Charnvirakul, the leader of the Bhumjaithai Party, is favoured to get the job when parliament holds a vote on September 5th.

More than 1,200 people were detained in Jakarta, as the worst riots in decades beset Indonesia. The trouble began when students held demonstrations against the government's plans to enhance benefits for politicians amid the country's cost-of-living crisis. The protests turned violent when police ran over and killed a motorbike-taxi driver, and spread throughout Indonesia. Ten people have died overall.

Two earthquakes and associated aftershocks struck Afghanistan, killing at least 1,400 people. The quakes hit the provinces of Kunar and Nangarhar on the border with Pakistan the hardest. The death toll is expected to rise. 

The worst floods in decades have devastated Pakistan's Punjab province. Hundreds of people have died since late June when the deluge started. Thousands of villages have been hit hard, with their crops destroyed and fields under water. The resulting food shortage may fuel inflation. Meanwhile, 11 people were killed by a suicide-bomber in Quetta, the capital of  Balochistan province, where militant separatists and Islamist extremists are active.

Israel pushed ahead with its offensive in Gaza city, launching heavy strikes and starting to send ground forces into the area. Thousands of Israeli reservists have been called up. Israel has ordered civilians to leave but many remain. Meanwhile, Israeli air strikes on Sana'a, the Yemeni capital, killed a number of Houthi officials, including the Iranian-backed militia's self-declared prime minister.   

America denied visas to 80 Palestinian officials ahead of the United Nations General Assembly in New York, at which several countries, including Britain and France, have said they will recognise Palestinian statehood. American officials were reported to have also suspended visas for most Palestinians wanting to visit the United States.

Britain, France and Germany notified the UN Security Council that Iran was violating its obligations under the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action, a multinational nuclear deal. Iran has 30 days to comply. If negotiations fail, UN sanctions that had been lifted by the JCPOA, including an arms embargo, will be reimposed.



Around 1,000 people are thought to have died in a landslide in Sudan's central Darfur region. It is the latest humanitarian catastrophe in the country, which has been mired in civil war for more than two years. Neither side in the conflict responded to calls for a temporary ceasefire in order to send help to the area.

Patrice Talon, the president of Benin, confirmed that he would step down after two terms in office. It is welcome news in west Africa, where leaders are increasingly trying to hold on to power for longer than promised. The country's ruling coalition has nominated the finance minister to run in elections next year.

A 52-year-old man admitted to killing Andriy Parubiy, a former speaker of the Ukrainian parliament, in Lviv, Ukraine's most westerly city. Mr Parubiy was a prominent figure in the Maidan protests that led to the downfall of Viktor Yanukovych as Ukraine's pro-Russian president in 2014. Ukrainian officials suspect Russian involvement, but the assassin claims it was an act of "revenge" against the Ukrainian authorities and that he had no Russian help.

Ursula von der Leyen, the president of the European Commission, said that Europe had a "pretty precise" plan to send peacekeeping troops to Ukraine. That earned a rebuke from Boris Pistorius, Germany's defence minister, who said it was "fundamentally wrong" to talk publicly about such things ahead of any potential peace negotiations. 

At least 16 people were killed in Lisbon when the Elevador da Gloria, one of the three funiculars that traverse the Portuguese capital's steep hills, crashed. The 140-year-old rail car transported residents and tourists from the Baixa to Bairro Alto neighbourhoods in the heart of the city.
One rule for them...

Britain's deputy prime minister came under pressure to resign after admitting that she had underpaid tax on the purchase of a second home. In recent years Angela Rayner has been notably critical of politicians she says have avoided paying tax.

A federal judge in San Francisco ruled that Donald Trump's deployment of National Guard troops to Los Angeles was illegal. The case was brought by Gavin Newsom, California's Democratic governor, after the guard were sent to Los Angeles in June to help quell protests against the removal of illegal immigrants. The ruling is on hold while the government appeals against it. It didn't seem to deter Mr Trump, who said he was sending the National Guard to Chicago.

The American military attacked a Venezuelan boat in the southern Caribbean that was allegedly transporting drugs to the United States, killing 11 people. Mr Trump said it was carrying "narco-terrorists". Questions are being asked about the legality of the operation, which happened in international waters. 

Guyana held presidential and parliamentary elections in which Irfaan Ali was likely to win a second term as president. The economy grew by 44% in 2024 thanks to an energy boom. Guyana accused Venezuela of firing shots at a boat carrying election officials and ballots in the oil-rich Essequibo region, which Venezuela claims as its own.

Two vocal opponents of the socialist government in Nicaragua were reported to have died in police custody. Daniel Ortega and his wife, Rosario Murillo, the country's co-presidents, have overseen the detention of hundreds of opponents to their Sandinista regime.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.economist.com/the-world-this-week/2025/09/04/politics
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The world this week
Business
Sep 04, 2025 02:56 PM



Google breathed a sigh of relief after the judge who last year ruled that the company was an illegal monopolist decided that it would not have to break itself up. Instead it must share search data with smaller companies. The Justice Department had called for much harsher remedies, such as for Google to sell its Chrome browser, in what was the biggest tech antitrust case since a trial involving Microsoft in the early 2000s. The decision may influence other efforts to rein in big tech. The judge suggested that new competition to internet search from the likes of ChatGPT had "changed the course" of the case.



Global bond markets came under more pressure amid a raft of investors' concerns, from persistent inflation to unsustainable government debt. The yield on 30-year American Treasuries flirted with 5%, though yields on shorter-term bonds fell. Japan's 30-year yield reached 3.29%, a record high. In Britain the yield on 30-year gilts hit its highest level since 1998, rising to 5.75%. Higher yields mean more expensive borrowing costs for governments.

The price of gold rose above $3,500 a troy ounce for the first time, reaching $3,560. Investors are piling into the conventional safe asset because the Federal Reserve is expected to cut interest rates later this month.

In a blow to Donald Trump's trade policy, an appeals court ruled that most of his reciprocal tariffs are illegal, finding that the International Emergency Economic Powers Act does not grant a president "unlimited authority to impose" them (the decision does not affect Mr Trump's duties on steel and aluminium). The tariffs will remain in place until October 14th to give the Trump administration time to take the case to the Supreme Court.

American Eagle's share price soared after it confirmed that its ad campaign featuring Sydney Sweeney (and Travis Kelce) had been a roaring success. The clothing company said the jeans promoted by Ms Sweeney, an actress, had sold out within a week, despite an online backlash about the ad mentioning her "genes". Quarterly revenue far exceeded analysts' expectations.
Claude's money

Anthropic, an artificial-intelligence startup best known for its Claude large language models, was valued at $183bn following a round of fundraising. That is up from $61.5bn after a previous round of capital-raising in March.

Klarna launched its initial public offering on the New York Stock Exchange, five months after postponing it amid the turmoil in markets caused by Mr Trump's tariffs. The Swedish fintech firm could be valued at up to $14bn, according to reports, well below the $46bn it was thought to be worth in 2021 after a capital-raising exercise.

A decade after merging in a transaction arranged by Warren Buffett,  Kraft Heinz announced that it would split into two separately traded companies. One of them will focus on condiments and spreads and house the Heinz, Philadelphia and Kraft Mac & Cheese brands, and the other will contain the slower-growing Oscar Mayer, Kraft Singles and Lunchables assets. Mr Buffett, who is stepping down as chief executive of Berkshire Hathaway, admitted in 2019 that he was "wrong in a couple of ways on Kraft Heinz". Berkshire is still the company's biggest shareholder, with a 27.5% stake.

A potential corporate battle loomed into view when Elliott Management, an activist hedge fund, revealed that it had bought a $4bn stake in PepsiCo with a view to pushing an "appropriately ambitious turnaround plan" to revive the company's stock price. Elliott has a long track record of trying to shake up the companies it invests in, which most recently include BP and Southwest Airlines. PepsiCo said it welcomed "constructive input on delivering long-term shareholder value".
In need of a Coffee-Mate

In what turned out to be a week of upheaval in the consumer food and drinks industry, Nestle sacked Laurent Freixe as its chief executive for not disclosing a romantic affair with an employee. He had been in the job for just a year. Philipp Navratil takes the reins at the world's largest food company, which faces a challenge from cheaper rival brands.

And in Japan Niinami Takeshi resigned as chief executive of Suntory, which owns the Jim Beam and Maker's Mark whiskey brands as well as the Lucozade, Orangina and Ribena soft-drink assets, amid allegations that he possessed supplements containing possibly illegal cannabis-derived substances. Mr Niinami is one of Japan's best-known businessmen, and has been an economic adviser to several prime ministers. He says he was unaware that the supplements were illegal.
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The world this week
The weekly cartoon
Sep 04, 2025 03:43 PM



Dig deeper into the subject of this week's cartoon:

Xi Jinping's anti-American party

On parade in China

China has Russia over a barrel

The editorial cartoon appears weekly in The Economist. You can see last week's here.
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America's missing opposition
Donald Trump is unpopular. Why is it so hard to stand up to him?
Republicans are servile.  Courts are slow. Can the Democrats rouse themselves? 
Sep 05, 2025 01:31 PM



IF A SINGLE political idea has tied Americans together over their first quarter of a millennium, it is that one-person rule is a mistake. Most Americans also agree that the federal government is slow and incompetent. Together, these things ought to make it impossible for one man to govern by diktat from the White House. And yet that is what this president is doing: sending in the troops, slapping on tariffs, asserting control over the central bank, taking stakes in companies, scaring citizens into submission.

The effect is overwhelming, but not popular. President Donald Trump's net approval rating is minus 14 percentage points. That is little better than Joe Biden's after his dire debate last year, and no one fretted that he was over-mighty. This is a puzzle. Most Americans disapprove of Mr Trump. Yet everywhere he seems to be getting his way. Why?

One answer is that he moves much faster than the lumbering forces that constrain him. He is like the TikTok algorithm, grabbing attention and moving on to the next thing before his opponents have worked out what just happened. The Supreme Court has yet even to consider whether deploying troops to Los Angeles in June was lawful. While the justices take their time, the president may soon use the same routine in Chicago. The court may not rule on the legality of his tariffs for months. So far the president has obeyed Supreme Court rulings, but if one legal avenue is closed he will try another and the clock resets.

Another answer is that the Republican Party always lets him have his way. It is not just that he dominates it, with an approval rating among Republicans of almost 90%. It is that the party's organising idea is that Mr Trump is always right, even when he contradicts himself. Policy debates have turned into theological disputation in which sides fight over the real meaning of his words.

Independent institutions--companies, universities or news organisations--might oppose him. But they suffer from a co-ordination problem. This is much easier to point out than to fix, because organisations that compete with each other would have to collaborate. What is bad for Harvard may not be bad for its rivals. If a single law firm can be picked off, its business may go to a competitor.

Behind all these lurks the ugly reality of Mr Trump's vindictiveness and intimidation. Previous presidents were influenced by independent-minded experts and the cabinet. The new definition of an expert in the Oval Office is someone who agrees with the boss. Bearers of bad news are sacked; awkward Republicans primaried; business leaders punished; opponents investigated. For each, the rational response is to apologise, settle and hope that someone else will do the right thing. Having seen what that entails, someone else may prefer a quiet life.

Politically, therefore, the main task of opposition falls to the Democrats. They are, to put it kindly, confused. Should they fight Mr Trump with ALL CAPS posts, as Gavin Newsom is doing? Is it all about mastering curated authenticity, like Zohran Mamdani? Do they move left? Do they occupy the centre? Is the problem merely one of messaging that can be fixed if only activists would stop calling women "birthing people"?

The fact that Democrats can neither constrain Mr Trump nor even communicate clearly leaves their base angry. Mr Trump's ratings are low, but he is more popular than the Democratic Party--not because Republicans and independents disapprove of it (though they do), but because Democrats disapprove of themselves.

In the short run the self-loathing may be overdone. The midterms are a year away. In ten of the 12 elections for the House of Representatives this century, voters have turned against the party that holds the presidency. Gerrymandering, which will reduce the number of competitive seats in the House from few to almost none, means that even a president this unpopular is unlikely to suffer a landslide defeat in 2026. But a Democratic House with subpoena power would provide a crucial check on presidential corruption and incompetence.

In the long run, though, that looks like false comfort. The Democratic brand is damaged. Democrats are more trusted by the electorate on health care, the environment and democracy. But on many issues voters care about, including crime and immigration, they prefer Republicans. In the 2024 election Kamala Harris was seen as more extreme than Mr Trump. Saying the voters are wrong or sexist to think this way is not helpful.

Demography is no longer the Democrats' friend. Under Mr Trump, Republicans have made progress with non-white and young voters. The Democrats have lost the white working class. Although the most educated voters like them, only 40% of Americans aged 25 or over have a college degree. These changes mean the story Democrats have long told themselves--that they represented the real majority in America, but Republican machinations kept them out of power--is no longer true, if it ever was. Now they benefit from a lower turnout.

Ten years into the Trump era, Democrats are still underestimating him. His skill in setting traps for them is extraordinary. Take the looming vote in Congress on annual government funding: Democrats will have to choose between more cuts to foreign aid and shutting the government. Or take sending troops into cities, supposedly to fight crime. Democrats decry executive overreach; Mr Trump places them on the side of criminals and danger. Or take drone strikes on alleged drug-smugglers. It is hard to oppose the lack of any due process without sounding like a defender of violent gangs.
They alone can fix it

Democrats have choices about whether to walk into those traps. Lots of them think, rightly, that Mr Trump poses a danger to the country's democratic values and conclude that this alone should make him toxic to most voters. Alas, it does not. Instead, the question Democrats need to keep asking themselves is this: why do voters think they are the extremists, rather than the guy trying to establish one-man rule? #

Correction (September 5th 2025): The original version of this article incorrectly referred in the penultimate paragraph to the looming vote in Congress on raising the federal debt ceiling. In fact, the vote is on annual government funding.

For subscribers only: to see how we design each week's cover, sign up to our weekly Cover Story newsletter.
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Fiscal fist fight
How Europe's hard right threatens the economy
At best, the continent should expect stagnation, at worst a bond-market rout
Sep 05, 2025 09:24 AM



INSURGENTS WHO want to smash the system often end up running it. For Europe's hard right that outcome is already a glimmer on the horizon. They are ahead in the polls, or thereabouts, in Britain, France and Germany. In Italy they are in power; in the Netherlands they briefly led a coalition; and in Poland in June their presidential candidate saw off the nominee from the centre. By 2027 the hard right could be in office in economies worth getting on for half of European GDP.

That would be a grave blow to European prosperity. The direct threat is the hard right's use of power. They sneer at technocratic management, vow to protect voters from competition and creative destruction and instead offer a seductive combination of handouts and tax cuts. Outright electoral success would mean more economic stagnation or even rolling bond-market blow-ups. The indirect threat is that in some places mainstream parties are already cowering before the populist uprising, ducking difficult reforms and aping policies from the extremes--a style of government that risks hastening the very hard-right victory they are seeking to avoid.

Europe's economy has hardly been well run in recent years. Annual GDP is rising at just 1%. Britain's 30-year-gilt yield reached 5.7% on September 2nd, its highest in over a quarter of a century. After Francois Bayrou, France's prime minister, announced a confidence vote in his government, to be held on September 8th, the country's 30-year-bond yield reached 4.46%, its highest since 2008. Germany, once the continent's economic motor, has barely grown since 2019.

You might think that such a dismal record only bolsters the case from the hard right that Europe needs a new approach. It does, but not the change they propose. In fact, Europe can ill-afford a period of even worse economic management.

It is worth pinning down where the dangers lie. As we report, hard-right parties have tended to moderate as they have moved closer to power. Proposals to ditch the euro or leave the European Union are now mostly symbolic (though Alternative for Germany still flirts with Dexit). Recognising how Europe is ageing, they now argue for guest-worker schemes to supply new labour, rather than shutting borders altogether. Above all, they want to avoid the sort of economic disruption that scares voters.

However, this resistance to change makes them growth-smotherers. In Italy Giorgia Meloni has been relatively moderate--including towards Europe. But she has avoided growth-boosting reforms that would upset her voters. In America MAGA has a pro-tech, deregulatory wing that competes for the president's attention against the nostalgia of many Trump supporters. In Europe, by contrast, populism is all about preserving an imaginary past. Hard-right success would lock in Europe's least productive features: transfers to favoured groups, protectionism and hostility to competition.

An even greater problem is the hard right's fiscal profligacy. Populist parties almost all advocate a mixture of tax cuts combined with generosity for pensioners and parents of young children--in order to boost the native birth rate. They claim that they will balance the books with huge savings from cutting spending on immigrants, scroungers, public-sector waste and Brussels. Reform UK promises giveaways worth around PS200bn ($266bn), or 5% of British GDP, according to our calculations, funded by an incredible PS100bn-worth of savings, including an unspecified 5% cut across the whole of government. The party reckons it can find PS42bn by cutting immigration and PS10bn from better managing public-sector pensions.

Bond markets will surely puncture such illusions. Indeed, the combination of low growth and budgetary ill-discipline leads inexorably towards fiscal crisis. In the best case, this would enforce a dose of sanity. In Italy, where memories of the euro crisis are still fresh and the government depends on EU-level budget approval for access to support from the European Central Bank (ECB), Ms Meloni is running a tight fiscal ship.

But in the event of a euro-crisis, populism will redouble the peril. Today the ECB is in all but name the lender of last resort to governments. Markets have implicit faith in the vow of Mario Draghi, a former ECB president, to do "whatever it takes" to keep the euro area together, so long as governments show what a former official has termed "macroeconomic reasonability". When the covid-19 pandemic hit, the bloc had enough unity to put together fiscal insurance in the form of a recovery fund.

Would that still be true if President Marine Le Pen or Jordan Bardella were running a National Rally (RN) government in France? In a euro-zone crisis national governments would have to work with each other and the ECB at all-night summits. The markets would harshly punish any dithering or division. For decades, the answer to every crisis has been "more Europe". Recent crises have led to common bank supervision and the issuance of joint bonds. Such solutions would be hard to stomach for parties that promised their voters "less Europe". You do not have to be George Soros to predict that bond investors will test the euro zone's cohesion if the RN is elected.
Between a rock and a hard-right place

All this may seem speculative. But its shadow hangs over the economy even today, because many mainstream politicians are unwilling or unable to pursue reforms for fear that they will provide ammunition to their rivals. Last year Mr Draghi unveiled a host of recommendations designed to boost Europe's economy, including integrating the continent's financial markets and many ways to cut red tape. Those proposals have gone precisely nowhere.

Europe's politicians are in a bind. Change would make them unpopular, austerity would burnish the hard right's extravagant promises, but caution, however tempting, perpetuates the rot that corrodes voters' trust in politics. The Economist does not underestimate the courage it will take to pursue bold change. But the miserable, defeatist alternative is to surrender the initiative to the hard right. #

For subscribers only: to see how we design each week's cover, sign up to our weekly Cover Story newsletter.
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The summit in Tianjin and Beijing 
Xi Jinping's anti-American party
To see the cost of Trump's bullying, tally the world leaders flocking to China 
Sep 04, 2025 02:55 PM



YOU MAY think the place where national leaders gather to talk about the state of the world is Washington, or perhaps the UN Headquarters in New York. In fact, as President Xi Jinping showed when he hosted over 20 presidents and prime ministers in China this week, a new reality is taking hold.

Mr Xi used a summit of the Shanghai Co-operation Organisation (SCO) in Tianjin to advertise China as a source of stability and prosperity. He used a military parade in Beijing, marking the 80th anniversary of the end of the second world war, to remind everyone that China has become a mighty power. The source of trouble today, he suggests, is America.

Mr Xi's claim to lead a global coalition of America-sceptic powers is not as fantastical as you might think. He received autocrats like Vladimir Putin of Russia and Kim Jong Un of North Korea, who travelled by armoured train. But he also welcomed leaders of countries that have leant towards the West, including Turkey, Egypt and India--which is furious after Donald Trump singled it out for punitive tariffs and embraced its enemy, Pakistan, after a conflict in May.

China's boast to be an anchor of stability has weight, at least in some respects. The country is already the largest goods-trading partner of most of this week's visitors, along with another 40-odd states around the world. As the Trump administration pursues a rolling campaign of economic warfare against its trading partners, China's sins of mercantilism and state capitalism look minor by comparison.

There is also a new-found unity opposing sanctions, including the extraterritorial threat America uses to sever individuals, firms and countries from the dollar-based financial system and tech platforms. More and more countries are interested in finding alternatives to the dollar. And fewer will be interested in enforcing America's sanctions on its behalf.

China's guests still have plenty to disagree about. India opposes its military build-up after skirmishes on the Himalayan border. China's neighbours must have watched its new missiles trundle through Tiananmen Square with mixed feelings. Yet among the autocrats, co-operation is deepening. Russia and North Korea are working on space and satellite systems. In return for China's support over Ukraine, Russia is thought to be offering it more of its most sensitive military technology, including submarine-propulsion and missile-defence systems.

The weakest part of Mr Xi's campaign is over international institutions and rules. He has just declared that "global governance has reached a new crossroads." State media propose that China should work  with like-minded countries to uphold the UN Charter and "build a more just and equitable global governance system". Despite being cloaked in the language of multilateralism, these are code words for a China-friendly world order in which big powers dominate spheres of influence and enjoy more rights than small ones. Few countries want Asia to be run by China.

Not everyone at Mr Xi's big bash agrees with each other on everything. The SCO is a far cry from a NATO-style alliance. Other than the unifying factor of disenchantment with Mr Trump's America, these countries often have little in common. European leaders were notably absent from the celebrations. Yet convening disparate parties with different interests is not a sign of weakness. It is what superpowers are uniquely able to do. To have China shepherd so many leaders through Tianjin and Beijing was a display of its growing power. China does not yet command a new world order. But it does show how much damage Mr Trump is doing to American interests. #

Subscribers to The Economist can sign up to our Opinion newsletter, which brings together the best of our leaders, columns, guest essays and reader correspondence.
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Prabowo's choice
Indonesia could be on the brink of something nasty
The president should heed protesters rather than crushing them
Sep 04, 2025 04:03 PM



THE SPARK was a young man's death. A motorbike delivery driver was passing a protest outside Indonesia's parliament on August 28th, just as a police vehicle surged forward. It crushed him. The video went viral, and mostly peaceful demonstrations turned into nationwide riots. Looters sacked the homes of five officials, including the finance minister.

The original protest was about a lavish housing allowance that Indonesian lawmakers have awarded themselves, worth nearly ten times the minimum wage in Jakarta, the capital. Now Indonesians are furious about many things, from heavy-handed policing to the grubby misrule of Prabowo Subianto, the former general who was elected president last year. The country could be on the brink of serious unrest--and Mr Prabowo's governing style is largely to blame.

He dislikes having to deal with opposition, and so has pursued a strategy of co-opting all the other political parties by welcoming them into a ridiculously broad coalition. Fully seven of the eight parties in the lower house have joined it; Mr Prabowo is trying to persuade the last one to come on board, too. His bloated cabinet has over 100 members, up from around 50 under the previous administration.

Mr Prabowo claims that this set-up suits the country's culture. (Javanese people are polite, he insists, and dislike open disputation.) He has suggested that his mega-coalition should become permanent. That is a dismal idea. It would be an open door to corruption. To keep the factions happy, Mr Prabowo has already doled out bungs, such as that housing allowance. With no opposition in parliament, disgruntled Indonesians would have no way to complain, save taking to the streets. And it would reduce pressure on Mr Prabowo to govern better.

Such pressure is urgently needed. Mr Prabowo is mismanaging the economy. Annual growth was a tolerable 5.1% in the second quarter of this year, but problems are bubbling under the bonnet. Indonesia has prematurely deindustrialised. The share of GDP from manufacturing has fallen by half in two decades. The country has failed to use its resources well. Despite huge oil and gas reserves, it has spent 20 years as a net oil importer. Its solar and wind potential has barely been exploited.

Life for many is hard. The cost of staples has jumped: a kilo of rice is 34% pricier than three years ago. Lay-offs are increasingly common; university graduates are more and more likely to be unemployed. Families struggle with debt. The share of bank loans to households that are non-performing has surged to its highest on record.

Grappling with these ills requires wise structural reforms. Instead, Mr Prabowo has ordered a 9% cut to the government's budget to pay for a free school-lunch programme and a new sovereign-wealth fund. The fund has taken over state-owned enterprises and now receives their dividends, leading to a sharp drop in government revenues--which are already squeezed by low prices for commodities such as nickel.

The free-lunch scheme is supposed to reduce stunting, but the way to do that is to help children in the womb and before the age of two, not at school. The sovereign-wealth fund is accountable only to Mr Prabowo: a mightier tool to promote cronyism is hard to imagine.
Taking after his father-in-law?

Sensibly, the president has agreed to cancel MPs' new housing allowances. But the big risk is that he will use violent protests as an excuse to crack down even more heavily. Indonesia is nothing like the police state it was under Suharto, a dictator who was ousted by protests in 1998. But Mr Prabowo, who married Suharto's daughter, is clearly nostalgic for the old authoritarian habits. That is no way to hold together a multi-ethnic archipelago of 17,000 islands, let alone to govern it well. #

Subscribers to The Economist can sign up to our Opinion newsletter, which brings together the best of our leaders, columns, guest essays and reader correspondence.
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Education and technology
Schools should banish smartphones from the classroom
Grades will rise--and pupils will be happier
Sep 04, 2025 04:03 PM



BACK IN THE 20th century, bored scholars had to make do with flicking rubber bands at their classmates, doodling in their textbooks or staring out of the window. Modern technology has revolutionised slacking. Most teenagers in the rich world own smartphones. Many are allowed to bring them into classrooms, where each provides a bottomless source of apps designed to be as compelling--and distracting--as possible.

A backlash is under way, as parents and teachers worry about the effects on classroom performance. On August 27th South Korea passed a ban on smartphones in classrooms. Governments from China to Finland, as well as dozens of American states, have introduced bans and restrictions of varying severity. The Economist is queasy about micromanaging the job of head teachers to such a degree--but schools that still welcome smartphones would be wise to think again.

This may seem fusty and technophobic. It is not. Even diehard libertarians agree that children do not always know what is in their own interests. Nor does banishing phones from maths lessons mean depriving children of experience with modern technology. They get plenty of that outside school; gaps can be patched up in dedicated lessons.

Technophiles like to point to a long history of misplaced scepticism about technology and its impact on education. A favourite example is Plato, who complained about the baleful effects of writing on the grounds that storing facts and arguments on scrolls would erode pupils' ability to remember them. But just because Plato was wrong two thousand years ago does not mean that today's worries are misguided.

Plato never put his claims to the test--whereas a growing body of research suggests that phones are indeed bad for schoolchildren. A recent study, run by an international team of academics and conducted in India, was a randomised controlled trial, the gold standard. As we report this week, it followed 17,000 higher-education students for three years. It concluded that requiring phones to be left outside classrooms led to a small but measurable improvement in grades. The weakest students benefited most of all.

Admittedly, the evidence is not yet overwhelming. The Indian study found only small gains. Its results contain quirks (they suggest, for instance, that bans lift performance in the first and third years of a degree but not in the second, which is odd). Although its conclusions match those of studies in England and Spain, one in Sweden found that bans had no effect.

Yet most educational interventions have only a small effect on grades. Scientists and researchers can afford to wait for the evidence to improve before issuing a final verdict, but teachers cannot. They must do the best they can for children in their classrooms with whatever evidence is available today.

And the benefits of restricting smartphone use may go beyond better exam results. One of the more striking findings in the Indian study was that, after a while, the bans became popular with students. That fits with anecdotes from young people, which suggest the problem is in part one of collective action. If most pupils are socialising on phones, then anyone who tries to focus on lessons instead is missing out. If schools impose a blanket ban, there is nothing to miss out on.

Smartphones are far from the only problem schools face. But they are one that is easy to solve. At a time when educational progress seems to be in reverse around the world, any school that has not restricted them should consider doing so. In the long run, their pupils might even thank them for it. #

Subscribers to The Economist can sign up to our Opinion newsletter, which brings together the best of our leaders, columns, guest essays and reader correspondence.
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A selection of correspondence
Is the Arctic NATO's soft underbelly?
Also this week, wildfires, electricity prices, swimming pools, New Orleans, fantasy football
Sep 04, 2025 02:56 PM



Letters are welcome via email to letters@economist.com
Find out more about how we process your letter

Defending the Arctic

John Bolton suggests that the Arctic is NATO's soft underbelly (By Invitation, August 16th). He describes Canada as the "hole in the doughnut" of Arctic defence. That hole is in fact filled by the North American Aerospace Defence Command, the binational organisation between the United States and Canada that has been the first line of Arctic and North American defence since 1958. Russia gets barely a mention in Mr Bolton's analysis, but it is still the proximate, persistent threat because the Arctic Ocean is its fastest avenue of attack and Russia has enough warheads to hold North America to ransom. It is the United States' plans that are opaque. For instance, it is true that Greenland is essential to the defence of North America, but the US is highly dependent on Nuuk, Greenland's main port, for refuelling military vessels because it is dithering over the construction of a deep-water port in Alaska.

NATO has hosted its largest exercises in the Arctic since the cold war.   The point that the alliance must do more is well taken, but not all NATO states can operate in the region. NATO only mentioned the Arctic in a summit communique mostly because Canada and the United States saw NATO as essential in Europe's Arctic, not North America's. However, the Arctic Security Forces Roundtable, which includes all seven NATO Arctic states and several other countries, needs a jolt; there should be more co-ordination of regional operations; and NATO's Integrated Air and Missile Defence planning must go beyond the committee stage.

But the United States' allies have always been there in the Arctic. When it comes to Arctic know-how and capabilities, it is as Mr Bolton states, the "wholly inadequate" American military resources that are often the concern.

Prof. Andrea Charron
Director
Centre for Defence and Security Studies
University of Manitoba
Winnipeg, Canada

Managing wildfires

The one recommendation you left out of your article on wildfires in Europe is the need for good land management ("A continent ablaze", August 23rd). There used to be established routines for burning off scrub and moorland to prevent the build up of combustible old growth, but recent, well-meaning legislation has disrupted the process and fires now have plenty of fuel. Generally, land owners and their estate staff know what works, but the metropolitan establishment is reluctant to listen to them.

Neil Wood
Aylesford, Kent

America's electricity prices

You noted that the average electricity bill in America has risen by 7% so far in 2025 and blame rising demand from data centres ("Everything's computer", August 23rd). Prices have risen, but not because of artificial intelligence. At least for now. The real culprit is the escalating cost of transmission. For example, over the past ten years transmission costs in the PJM Interconnection, America's largest regional transmission organisation, have risen from 6.8% to 32.4% of the wholesale price of electricity.

The solution to higher transmission costs is competitive bidding on new transmission projects. Only about 5% of all transmission projects face competition. The Federal Energy Regulatory Commission is at fault. It has failed to enforce Order 1,000, a regulation that requires monopoly transmission utilities to compete when building new transmission lines. Without competition, there is no reason for a monopoly to reduce costs. Hundreds of billions of dollars in higher costs have been incurred and billions more are on the way. Consumers will foot the bill for FERC's failure.

Paul Cicio
Chair
Electricity Transmission Competition Coalition 
Washington, DC



Taking a dip

Back Story in the August 9th issue discussed fictional swimming pools as "cauldrons of envy, danger and lust". It did not mention Jacques Deray's seminal film from 1969, "La Piscine" (The Swimming Pool). The film's entire plot revolves around the envy, danger and lust surrounding the titular pool. Omitting it is like running an article on British naval victories without Trafalgar.

JOSEPH BENJAMIN BOBER BAER
New York

There is something deep in our psyche about pools. My mom wouldn't spend money on pool membership, the social scene of junior high school; she would hand me my bag through the fence. An invitation to the pool next to my friend's house was a joyful time. As an adult I have a recurring dream about owning a pool. I'm still waiting for my husband to build it.

COURTNEY BROOKS
Port Orchard, Washington

Don't be hard on the Big Easy

Does it make sense for America to keep subsidising a sinking city, you ask ("Muskrat ramble", August 23rd)? Using taxpayers' money to protect New Orleans is a question of priorities. Elon Musk's SpaceX and Tesla have received by some estimates $38bn in public support, such as government contracts,  subsidies and tax credits. That is twice as much that was spent on strengthening the levees in New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina. Greater New Orleans is home to 1.4m people and contributes over $100bn to America's economy (yes, including from people who actually have to pay taxes). Its culture has helped shape American culture from jazz to Cajun and Creole cuisine. I think it's safe to say the city is worth the investment. You don't have to travel to Mars to figure that out.

Scott Tilton
New Orleans

Did you enjoy your stay?

Bartleby asked, "Should you trust that five-star rating on Airbnb?" (August 16th). Notably absent from the column was any mention of the role incentives play in shaping behaviour when drafting a review.

Among various online platforms I've used, Airbnb's system is the more rigorous. Reviews are blind (you can't see the other party's review until both are submitted) and performance ratings for hosts are tied to coveted Superhost and Guest Favourite badges. These incentives strongly encourage hosts to deliver high-quality stays and provide guests with useful decision-making tools.

And rather than raising alarm about the risks of artificial intelligence, I see real potential in applying the technology to improving these mechanisms. So the real questions are, which platforms enforce quality control? Which let standards slip? And how might AI sharpen, not undermine, the credibility of reviews?

Jock Baker
Rolle, Switzerland

I was reading Bartleby on whether online reviews could be trusted when suddenly I was interrupted by The Economist to ask if I was happy with the app. I of course said yes. And then I was asked would I like to leave a review. I wonder what would have happened if I said no?

Eoin Duggan
Cork, Ireland

He shoots, he scores

"In a league of their own" (August 16th) analysed football's Fantasy Premier League by focusing on expected goals, a derivative of an individual player's performance. This neglects decades of statistical analysis covering team performance. Clearly, individuals can stand out statistically and on the pitch. However, over the course of a season it is teams that win leagues and championships.

The style of play is critical in providing those goal-scoring players with the chances to shoot. That has been the basis of much football analysis and is what makes the beautiful game such a joy to follow. My journey on the football-statistics path was  influenced by the late Charles Reep, a football-data analyst, at Plymouth Argyle, my hometown club. His philosophy was clear. Implement a structure to improve your chances of scoring. After all, to win you must score more than the opposition. Sounds simple, but not so easy to achieve.

Nick Little
Bloomingdale, Michigan

You described Brighton and Brentford as "yo-yo" clubs, meaning they are regularly relegated and promoted between leagues. Brighton has been in the Premier League for eight years. Brentford has a similar tale. Neither has yet to be relegated, or re-promoted.

Or as a fellow Seagulls supporter put it, we've yet to yo, let alone yo-yo.

Hannah Kowszun
London
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America's missing opposition
Gaurav Kapadia on how to make the Democrats relevant again
What's the point of being principled if you can't be practical?
Sep 04, 2025 02:55 PM



WE'VE ALL been at a party with a well-meaning but exhausting guest; let's call him Jerry. Jerry's stories meander without a clear point. He equivocates, laments past failures, complains about the status quo and offers no solutions for the future. He talks without listening. Everyone feels for Jerry, but no one wants to be around him. The vibes give everyone the ick.

Jerry's predicament is exactly the bind Democrats find themselves in. They have lost the thread, and it is showing; of the 30 states that track voter registrations by party, the Democrats have lost ground in every single one of them over the past four years, with a negative voter-registration swing of 4.5m.

The party that once embodied American optimism now sounds perpetually pessimistic. Where Democrats once championed growth and possibility, they now focus on managing decline and redistributing scarcity. They have become the party that explains why things can't be done rather than the party that gets things done. Worse, they've become hopelessly reactive, always responding to whatever Republicans do instead of charting their own course.

To get their aura back, the Democrats need to listen to a fresh crop of leaders. It isn't that hard; at cocktail parties and in politics people gravitate towards authenticity, optimism and those who listen and show respect for others. People lean away from those who make excuses, complain and patronise them. If the Democrats can harness their dynamic young talent and offer common-sense solutions that help Americans get on top of their most important issues, the vibes will be immaculate.

Conversations with Democratic senators, congressmen, governors and mayors reveal a contradiction. In private, I have found each of them authentic and filled with practical solutions. But when they move to a group setting they become cautious and insecure. This stems from fear--they are terrified of the left branding them sell-outs, the right calling them radicals and special interests vilifying them. This paralysis prevents them from conveying their authenticity and championing bold changes. They've become the party of perpetual worry rather than purposeful action.

Voters wake up worried about affording rent, frustrated by friction the government creates and anxious that their kids may not have better opportunities than they did. When Democrats respond to these concerns with vague, grandiose statements with no plan, they lose their audience.

Americans want a party that believes the pie can grow bigger, not one that just argues about how to slice it smaller. This means getting stuff done: more homes built faster, more good jobs created, more paths to prosperity opened. Take housing. Young teachers can't afford to live in the districts where they work. Nurses commute for two hours because homes near hospitals cost a fortune. Small-business owners can't find workers because their employees can't find places to live. Accepting the weaponisation of regulation by special interests in building housing and letting constituents fend for themselves has alienated voters. Democrats have let themselves get captured by every constituency except the most important one: people who need somewhere to live.

The same pattern crushes entrepreneurship. Lower-income workers and budding business-owners are being hobbled by conflicting and unreasonable rules and red tape. Hair-braiders in some states need 500 hours of training. New York City's decade-long waiting lists for food-truck permits have created an illegal secondary market where aspiring vendors pay exorbitant rates to lease permits from existing holders. Democrats claim to champion the American Dream while making it harder to fulfil. When even democratic-socialist mayoral candidates call for slashing small-business regulations, maybe it's time for the party to listen.

The required getting-things-done mindset extends beyond housing to every challenge Democrats claim to care about. Climate change? Stop blocking nuclear plants and transmission lines. Economic mobility? Cut the licensing requirements that keep people from starting businesses. Infrastructure? Build the roads and bridges instead of spending five years on environmental reviews for projects everyone agrees are needed.

Democrats need to embrace logical policies regardless of their source. If Republicans propose something that works, steal it and make it better. Immigration is a prime example. America's asylum process is indeed broken; working across the aisle to fix it should be a priority. If business leaders identify regulatory barriers to job creation, fix them. If local mayors figure out how to cut permit times in half, scale their innovations nationally.

There are reasons for optimism. In Ohio, Democrat-led Cincinnati has pushed zoning reforms and set up a trust fund to make it easier for families to find affordable homes. In Maryland, a "Feds to Eds" programme helps ease teacher shortages by fast-tracking teaching licences for laid-off federal workers. Across the country, younger Democratic leaders are showing that efficiency, pragmatism and partnership with business can produce results.

Democrats have a choice: embrace the vanguard of leaders who make things work, or remain the party that excuses away why they don't. Americans are exhausted by broken systems and frustrated by leaders who seem to ignore or misunderstand their complaints. They want less process and more progress.

The party that figures out how to be both principled and practical, both compassionate and competent, will own the next generation of American politics. The party that doesn't will find itself exactly where Jerry always ends up: talking to an empty room while everyone else has moved on to better conversations.#

Gaurav Kapadia is a New York-based investor and entrepreneur.
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America's missing opposition
America needs smarter AI policies. The Democrats can provide them, reckons Gina Raimondo
The former commerce secretary on why it's her party's turn to benefit from tackling economic insecurity
Sep 04, 2025 02:55 PM



A BIG REASON Donald Trump won in 2024 was his focus on voters' top issue. People were angry and anxious about the economy, with good reason. Mr Trump promised radical change and voters trusted him more to deliver it.

But Democrats have an opening. In just six months, Mr Trump has passed economic policies that will be disastrous for most Americans, not least his fiscally reckless "Big Beautiful Bill". Now Democrats have to be the ones who are clear-eyed about people's economic insecurity. The candidates who win in 2026 and 2028 will be those who people trust to do whatever is necessary to protect their economic interests.

Right now, economic anxiety is focused on the cost of living. But over the next few years it could be supplanted by fears over artificial intelligence. AI is set to disrupt nearly every workplace. We could see a tsunami of unemployment, and we need to start preparing.

If Democrats want to win in the 2026 midterms and beyond, we need to position ourselves as the party that understands the AI revolution and will help voters stay secure. We shouldn't approach it as a tech issue, but as a core economic one on a par with, or even surpassing, housing, health care and the cost of living.

AI's looming impact on jobs may feel like other disruptions that have caused economic pain for many and brought benefits to a few. But it could sweep through the economy much more quickly and disruptively than the "China Shock" or other technological tempests. Politicians need to resist the temptation to wield vague promises about AI creating lots of new jobs as well as taking many away. The revolution will doubtless boost productivity in some parts of the economy, and create new jobs, but the net impact on the workforce is highly uncertain--and potentially much more severe than that of any past disruption. Americans deserve honesty.

That doesn't mean giving up on the promise of AI. It's not in America's interest to hit the brakes on innovation. AI has the potential to cure diseases, democratise access to education, and much more besides. Keeping up is also a national-security imperative: if we slow down while China races ahead, we will become less safe. But workers can't get left behind. This moment demands a bold, realistic response.

It starts with changing learning--with an overhaul of how Americans are educated and trained for the AI age. The higher-education system is not delivering for enough people. Nearly every good job created since the global financial crisis of 2007-09 requires some education beyond high school, yet 40% of college students never graduate, mostly because it is too expensive. We need affordable, job-focused training that actually leads to high-paying work. And we need to realign education and workforce programmes around the industries that will define our future: AI, semiconductors, quantum computing, drones, and so on.

These educational opportunities need to be available to everyone, not just the young. The American system does a generally terrible job of supporting people in mid-career transitions. This is an area in which Democrats can make the running--and if we get it right, middle-aged voters will notice.

Second, government needs to work with the AI industry to pass legislation with teeth to steer the technology in a direction that benefits ordinary people while allowing America to maintain its technological edge. We need to forge a path between the extremes of halting AI progress and steaming ahead without guardrails. Shocking as it may seem in these absolutist times, there is a middle ground. With the right sort of public-private collaboration, Democrats can stake it out.

The third challenge will be to get businesses to take more responsibility for the disruption AI will cause. This starts with helping to retrain displaced workers, with government support. Other countries are already doing this. In Singapore, every citizen gets a lifelong training credit. In Britain, large employers contribute a share of payroll to a national reskilling fund, topped up by the government. America needs to find its own approach, quickly.

We must also, however, acknowledge that AI doesn't have borders. It is crucial to work with allies on the cross-border issues it throws up. America must also reopen, once again welcoming foreign AI researchers and other highly skilled immigrants.

These steps would help make the coming transition easier for working Americans and show them that Democrats are fighting for them. We cannot simply accept the idea that mass layoffs are the price to be paid for staying competitive. That's what companies said when they moved supply chains to Asia--and America lost a generation of manufacturing talent and became less competitive in crucial products like semiconductors. We chased short-term efficiency and profit without counting the longer-term costs to the economy and society.

We cannot afford to make that mistake again. We must commit to doing better this time and not just accepting traditional assumptions or economic theories. Over the coming decade AI, more than any other issue, will shape the American economy and determine the fate of the American worker. This is an era-defining moment that is crying out for Democratic leadership. #

Gina Raimondo was America's commerce secretary from 2021 to 2025.
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Nuclear proliferation
China should not fuel an arms race, says a close watcher of its nuclear policy
Its interests would be better served if it led on crafting nuclear rules, argues Tong Zhao
Sep 04, 2025 02:56 PM



THE HIGH-PROFILE display of nuclear might that China staged at its latest military parade on September 3rd showcased a full spectrum of land-, sea- and air-based systems. Remarkably, for land-based intercontinental ballistic missiles alone, it unveiled three new systems simultaneously, including a silo-based missile probably intended for large-scale deployment in the open terrain of north-west China. The country's growing willingness to exhibit its nuclear strength signals its waning faith in diplomacy to bridge divides with America and other Western rivals over clashes of strategic interests and ideological values. Instead, it is betting that raw power will secure domestic legitimacy, protect sovereignty and enforce its vision of regional peace and international order.

Chinese strategists argue that time will bend the world to a more powerful, confident China--and stability will follow. Yet the rapid growth of its arsenal from around 200 warheads several years ago to some 600 today, potentially reaching 1,000 by 2030, isn't coercing deference. Worse, it is spawning instability China didn't foresee. Rather than bemoan an increasingly lawless world and lean harder into self-help, China could pivot--to champion a rules-based nuclear order.

America, rattled by the unprecedented challenge of simultaneously confronting two nuclear near-peers--Russia and China--appears likely to boost its nuclear capabilities. American concerns about China's build-up, more than Russia's nuclear threats, are driving doubts over the last remaining US-Russia arms-control treaty and hastening the collapse of the global arms-control regime.

China's silence about the ultimate size and purposes of its nuclear forces feeds fears of a doctrinal shift from pure deterrence towards a willingness to consider the first use of nuclear weapons. American strategists feel compelled to map detailed nuclear-war scenarios between the two countries--ranging from limited regional exchanges to all-out homeland strikes.

This, in turn, is likely to push China towards more advanced nuclear-warfighting preparations. Even if deterrence never fails and luck never runs out, the process ensures an unwinnable arms race. Haunted by the Soviet collapse, China has vowed repeatedly to avoid such races. The challenge lies in recognising--and stepping back from--the slippery slope.

Regionally, China's nuclear build-up provides political cover for North Korea's own nuclear expansion, fuelling pressure in Japan and especially South Korea to develop their own nuclear weapons. On China's western flank, any Indian response to China's nuclear expansion will increase the nuclear threat facing China and probably trigger Pakistani countermeasures--a nuclear chain reaction with global ripple effects.

Paradoxically, China has escalated verbal attacks on America's policy of extended nuclear deterrence--the nuclear umbrella that reassures allies and, crucially, discourages them from building their own bombs. While China sees it as a projection of American military influence, this arrangement has also long served China's interests by keeping America's allies non-nuclear. Undermining it now is self-defeating, especially when the worsening security environment is already tempting American allies to reconsider their nuclear abstinence.

China's nuclear diplomacy today resembles that of a permanent opposition party: better at criticising the system than shaping it. Given China's declared aspiration of an orderly system grounded in shared rules, it could instead show real leadership by proposing concrete solutions to specific security challenges and opening them to international scrutiny and debate. Its slogan of "a community with a shared future for mankind" will ring hollow unless backed by shared, actionable security rules.

Take its advocacy of "indivisible security"--the idea that no country should gain security at others' expense. It is meaningless unless applied to real-world problems such as the escalating arms race across the Asia-Pacific to build "theatre-range" missiles (those designed to hit targets in a specific region).

Over decades, China has built the world's largest arsenal of land-based theatre-range missiles, including nuclear-capable systems. In response, America and its allies have only recently begun developing conventional land-based missiles. Instead of decrying those efforts as destabilising, China could lead by proposing universal rules for how such capabilities should be developed and deployed without resorting to threats. Confidence-building measures such as transparency on development plans--or more ambitious steps like numerical caps on key land-, sea- and air-based theatre systems--could lay the foundation for a regional missile arms-control regime.

On its overall nuclear capabilities, China dodges talks with America (whether or not Russia is also involved), wary of cold-war optics and its smaller arsenal. But these concerns need not stop China from engaging with Britain and France. All three possess only a few hundred nuclear weapons and profess "minimum deterrent" strategies--that is, maintaining just enough of an arsenal to deter nuclear-armed adversaries. Such a trilateral dialogue could clarify what minimum deterrence means in practice, give China a more politically acceptable forum to explain how its growing arsenal aligns with its professed minimalist strategy, and explore how smaller nuclear powers can support, rather than obstruct, US-Russia arms control. Even without direct talks with America, the Chinese could be more open about their nuclear thinking in such settings, providing much-needed reassurance to the international community.

In Asia, if China insists on rejecting American extended deterrence, it should articulate what alternative security arrangements it is willing to offer to address Japan's and South Korea's concerns about both North Korea's nuclear expansion and China's own military build-up. So far, China has refused even to acknowledge these concerns. Reaching out to listen and respond to regional threat perceptions could be a starting point.

To believe that raw power will silence rivals and secure long-term peace is not strategy but illusion. Having risen to unprecedented international strength, China must decide whether to be feared for fuelling humanity's most destructive arms race or respected for helping build shared rules that ensure China's own past humiliations cannot be repeated. #

Tong Zhao is a Senior Fellow at the Nuclear Policy Programme and the China Centre of the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace.
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Big mess v big man
How America's Democrats might win back power
The party is trying to talk less about pronouns, more about prices
Sep 06, 2025 11:09 AM | Chimney Rock, Iowa City and New York



IF YOU WANT to hear someone badmouth America's Democratic Party, ask a Democrat. "They're lost." "They need to get their act together." They're "dinosaurs". These were some of the views The Economist heard from Democratic voters in Iowa, New York and North Carolina in August. Practically none gave their party a passing grade. Democratic bigwigs are equally vexed. Elizabeth Wilkins, the boss of Roosevelt Forward, an advocacy outfit, describes the party's mood as: "Oh, my God. We lost to this guy again. [Voters] knew who he was, and they voted for him anyway. We must be doing something really, really, really wrong."

The only notable elections this year are for governor in New Jersey and Virginia and for mayor in New York. The Democrats' next chance to win back some power nationally will come at the mid-term elections in November 2026. If the party retakes the House of Representatives or (a longer shot) the Senate, it will be in a better position to curb Donald Trump's excesses. It will have a say on the federal budget and power to investigate wrongdoing in high places. But given the party's disarray, will it make much headway?

Voters usually treat mid-term elections as a referendum on the president, so the Democrats ought to be strolling to victory. Mr Trump is unpopular, with a net approval rating of minus 14, according to The Economist's tracker. However, the Democratic Party appears to be even less popular, with a 28-point gap between the share of registered voters who view it favourably and the share who view it unfavourably. This is 12 points worse than the Republican Party's net favourability. Yet that may be a poor guide to voting intentions. Many Democrats view their own party with disfavour for letting Mr Trump win, notes Larry Sabato of the University of Virginia. They will probably still vote for it.

The Democrats are painfully divided over how to fight back. Should the party lurch to the left to boost turnout among true believers, or cleave to the centre? Should it focus on denouncing Mr Trump, or promote a platform of its own? Should it fight back hard and dirty, or follow Michelle Obama's advice from 2016: "When they go low, we go high"? 
Souljah-searching

When the party was locked out of the White House for 12 years in the 1980s and early 90s, Bill Clinton revived its brand by forcefully occupying the centre. He embraced fiscal sobriety, market-friendly economics and a tough approach to crime. He also distanced himself from activists who repelled middle America. In 1992 Sister Souljah, a rapper, said of the LA riots, "If black people kill black people every day, why not have a week and kill white people?" Mr Clinton denounced her furiously and won the presidency soon after.

To win over swing voters today, many Democrats think their party needs a "Sister Souljah moment". Eric, a medical student in Iowa City, hates the way Republicans play down climate change and thinks Mr Trump's military parade in Washington was "a throwback to what Hitler would do". He examined the spreadsheets of Mr Trump's "big, beautiful" budget bill, and was dismayed by how much it cut Medicaid (health care for the hard-up).

Yet he is a Republican, he says, because left-wing views are constantly rammed down his throat on campus. Like most Americans, he favours secure borders and colour-blind college admissions--views deemed racist by cancel-culture commissars. He didn't want his real name used, for fear of ostracism, amplified by social media--a threat less grave than authoritarianism in Washington, perhaps, but far more immediate. A nearby mural declaims, "WEAPONISE YOUR PRIVILEGE TO SAVE BLACK BODIES". So "if I don't do something, black people are gonna die?" sighs Eric. "That's a bit extreme."

Most Democratic officeholders do not govern on "wildly out-of-touch social positions", argues Third Way, a centrist group. But "Democrats and their allies use an awful lot of words and phrases no ordinary person would ever dream of saying. [The intent]...is to include [but] the effect...is to sound like the...obfuscatory enforcers of wokeness." Pressure groups give candidates questionnaires and want them to tick every box. Kamala Harris gave Donald Trump his best attack line in 2024 by telling one such group that she favoured paying for "gender-affirming" surgery for prisoners. Hence "Kamala is for they/them. President Trump is for you."

Several senior Democrats are now snubbing the activists. Rahm Emanuel, a former mayor of Chicago and White House chief of staff, has said that a man cannot become a woman. Gavin Newsom, the governor of California and a probable presidential candidate in 2028, says it is "deeply unfair" for biological males to compete in women's sports. Such views are popular everywhere except in progressive circles. A party grandee predicts that Democrats will keep insisting that "you shouldn't bully trans people for who they are", but drop policies such as paying for trans medicine for children.

In places that Democrats hope to flip, candidates are downplaying culture and emphasising the cost of living. The candidates for governor in New Jersey and Virginia, a former Navy pilot and an ex-CIA officer, both fit this description. So do several contenders for Congress next year.

People "are seeing the price of utilities, groceries and rent go up and up, and there's too much month at the end of the money," says Roy Cooper, a former governor of North Carolina, who is hoping to bag a crucial open Senate seat next year. Mr Cooper is no one's idea of an extremist. As governor, he worked with Republicans to balance the state's budget and expand public health insurance. In person, he is soft-spoken and warm. Visiting Chimney Rock, a village that was flooded last year, he praises locals' "courage, resilience and hard work" rebuilding. One points to floorboards that were nailed in place by another politician; Mr Cooper jokes that he'd better be "careful" stepping on them.



Behind the aw-shucks charm is a ruthless focus on issues that should help Democrats with swing voters. Economist/YouGov polls show that the 20% of voters who are at the ideological centre supported Mr Trump over Ms Harris by 52% to 44% in 2024. Yet now they give him a net approval rating of minus 27 points. At the start of his term they liked his handling of crime, immigration, the economy and inflation. Now they disapprove on all four counts, with a whopping minus 40 for prices and inflation, the problem they care about most (see chart).

Mr Trump's "erratic tariffs" will make things worse, warns Mr Cooper: "You know it's a tax on everyday families." Adding to the strain, Mr Trump is slashing health care. Medicaid cuts will not be felt until after the mid-terms, but subsidies for Obamacare are due to end in December. Unless they are extended, 20m Americans will see their out-of-pocket costs soar by 75%, by one estimate. "That's going to be a shock," says Mr Cooper. 

Though Democrats all want to ease economic pain, they differ as to how. The left favours old-fashioned public spending, paid for by squeezing the rich. Moderates are warming to "abundance", a reference to a fashionable book by Ezra Klein and Derek Thompson, two journalists who call for loosening regulations to make it easier to build new homes and energy projects.

Among the party's footsoldiers, the left stirs more passion. Bernie Sanders, an 83-year-old senator from Vermont, is criss-crossing the country on a "Fighting Oligarchy" tour. On a recent evening in Davenport, Iowa, he raised thunderous applause for promises of free health care, free college tuition and larger pensions, and thunderous boos at every mention of plutocrats. (Humdingers like "government of the billionaire class, by the billionaire class, for the billionaire class" gave him ample time to catch his breath.) The crowd loved it. But his promises are implausible. By one estimate, his spending plans in 2020, when he last ran for president, would have doubled federal spending.
Wham, bam, Mamdani

In the same vein Zohran Mamdani, a 33-year-old "Democratic Socialist", has made himself front-runner in New York's mayoral race with a mix of social-media razzle-dazzle and lavish promises: free buses, free child care and cheap government-run grocery stores. He would freeze the rent of New York's rent-stabilised apartments (nearly half of the total) and crack down on bad landlords, even seizing the property of the worst. He vows to pay for it all with extra taxes on the rich. Businesses fear him. The party is wary of him. Mr Trump calls him a "100% communist lunatic". 

When Democrats are in power, moderates tend to have more influence over economic policy than the far left. But given the foul mood of voters, some populist policies would be likely under a future Democratic administration. Raising taxes on companies and high earners is popular; so is the idea of forcing drug firms to reduce prices. Government-run grocery stores get a thumbs-down in polls, but two-thirds of Americans like the sound of rent controls, despite decades of evidence that they reduce the supply of new housing. 

The abundance agenda is more likely to deliver results. Draconian land-use rules make housing unaffordable in the cities where the best jobs are. Easing them could raise output per worker by 8%, by one estimate. Demand for energy is soaring owing to AI, yet Mr Trump is throttling the expansion of the cheapest sort, renewables. Abundance Democrats vow to dynamite such roadblocks to prosperity. Mr Cooper talks of streamlining permitting so "we can make it easier to build affordable housing and still protect our air and water". Mr Newsom has signed a reform exempting urban homebuilding from California's anyone-can-sue-to-block-anything environmental law. Josh Shapiro, the governor of Pennsylvania, cut through red tape to repair a collapsed highway in days. Elissa Slotkin, a Michigan senator, offers an "all-of-the-above" energy plan, including renewables, fossil fuels and "new stuff that's still in development".

 The left is not wholly allergic to supply-side reforms. It is happy, for instance, to smash corporate monopolies to help consumers. Even Mr Mamdani sometimes complains about red tape. In a slick video called "halalflation", he noted that a crazy permit system for food trucks in New York raises the price of kebabs.

It is unclear which of Mr Trump's tariffs Democrats would keep, were they in power, though many say they would be tougher on China and less cavalier about alienating allies. All agree that having one fickle man setting policy is a bad idea. "Businesses value predictability," notes Mr Cooper. He adds that Republicans have "completely" surrendered Congress's proper constitutional role setting tariffs. 

On AI, the Democrats sound muddled. Many are scared that the technology will destroy jobs. The left argues that if AI raises productivity, people should get a shorter working week and perhaps a universal basic income. Moderates such as Gina Raimondo, a former commerce secretary, want to prepare workers for the coming disruption while welcoming foreign AI engineers. Zoe Lofgren, a representative from California, says politicians should beware of writing laws that may quickly end up out of date.

On immigration, Mr Trump's approval rating has plunged among swing voters since he took office, from plus 18 to minus 18. Many are glad that the border is secure, but appalled by enforcement agents shoving grandmas into vans. Democrats see an opening. On August 25th 115 House Democrats unveiled a plan to enhance border controls while restoring due process.



On law and order, the Democrats have a problem. Mr Trump is trying to goad them into siding with criminals. When he sent the national guard to Washington, DC, to crack down on crime, progressives howled that a would-be despot was preparing to use soldiers against his political opponents. So far, however, the troops in DC have done little besides pose for pictures. Stephen Miller, Mr Trump's deputy chief of staff, says Democratic objections show that the party is "devoted exclusively to the defence of hardened criminals, gangbangers, and illegal alien killers and terrorists".

That is absurd. But Democrats are less gung-ho about policing than swing voters are, and some on the left are well outside the mainstream. Mr Mamdani has disavowed past calls to "defund the police", but the Democratic Socialists of America, a group to which he belongs, still wants to abolish "the carceral state". Volunteers for Mr Mamdani are given a script for voters who ask about crime. "Listen and affirm their feelings," it says, then talk up his plan for a "Department of Community Safety".

Moderate Democrats want to make it clear that they oppose lawlessness on the street as well as in the Oval Office.  Party wonks promote anti-crime policies such as hot-spot policing, bullet-case tracing and, of course, gun control.

Many big cities have been Democrat-run for decades. This makes it easy for Republicans to blame them for every urban problem, from homelessness to disorder. The Black Lives Matter riots of 2020 did not help: Republicans are still talking about the no-police zone in Seattle, which was welcomed by the Democratic mayor but swiftly turned anarchic. When it comes to governance, however, MAGA has vulnerabilities of its own. Democrats slam Mr Trump's family for its grotesque conflicts of interest, and point to an erosion of norms at every level of government.
Sand-blasting

In Iowa, for example, the Democratic state auditor, Rob Sand, accused the Republican governor of misappropriating covid recovery funds. She later signed a bill making it almost impossible for him to investigate her administration without her say-so. Mr Sand called this "the greatest pro-corruption bill in state history". Now he is running for governor; and as a Bible-quoting hunter, he could win a state that Mr Trump carried by 13 points in 2024. 

The force that most animates all Democrats is fear and loathing of Mr Trump.  "If it walks like a duck and quacks like a duck, it's probably a Nazi," says Mikey Goodmark, a theatrical costume manager in New York. But allusions to the Third Reich persuade few swing voters. Democrats "have to have a way of talking about it that relates to how everyday life is different", said Pete Buttigieg, another likely presidential candidate, on National Public Radio. "It's not just autocracy is bad ...it's that when you have an autocrat in power, he can get away with appointing incompetent people. ...We have the person in charge of American public health who is a quack who doesn't believe in medicine, and now measles is on the rise in America."

Passionate young left-wingers think the best people to take on Mr Trump are passionate young left-wingers, such as Mr Mamdani.  But moderates fight, too. Mr Newsom has started trolling Mr Trump on X, juxtaposing North Korean propaganda posters with images of the president. He has also scrapped the California Democrats' high-minded commitment to drawing electoral boundaries in a non-partisan way; he wants to gerrymander as hard as Republicans do in Texas. Patrick Ruffini, an analyst, says such tactics are here to stay, and will make it hard for either party to win a large majority in the House.

In 2016 and 2024 the Democrats had one job--to offer a persuasive alternative to Donald Trump--and they flubbed it. Next year they have a chance to limit the damage, and act as a check on a president without self-restraint. Betting markets give them a 68% chance of winning the House. Yet given the party's omnishambles, that is less reassuring than it should be. #




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.economist.com/briefing/2025/09/04/how-americas-democrats-might-win-back-power



	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





    
      
        
          	
            Briefing
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Europe
          
        

      

      Britain

      
        The Farage power project
        Reform UK :: Reform UK, on track for government, wants to turn back the constitutional clock

      

      
        Will British shipbuilders rule the waves again?
        The warship business :: Britain's naval dockyards prepare for a building boom

      

      
        How can a middle power compete in artificial intelligence?
        Meet Isambard AI :: A tour of Britain's newest supercomputer

      

      
        A cyber-attack isn't enough to halt Marks and Spencer's turnaround
        M&S :: M&S food is becoming cheaper and less posh; its clothes pricier and fancier

      

      
        How the M&S strawberries-and-cream sandwich went viral
        Sweet spot :: It wasn't the taste that did it

      

      
        How to take over a government via PDFs
        Bagehot :: The long march of the Resolution Foundation

      

      
        
          	
            Briefing
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Europe
          
        

      

    

  
	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Reform UK
The Farage power project
Reform UK, on track for government, wants to turn back the constitutional clock
Sep 07, 2025 11:13 AM



WHY DID DOGE, the bureaucracy-slashing project of Donald Trump's administration, fizzle after 130 chaotic days? The volatility of Elon Musk, its architect and enforcer, was a big factor. Zia Yusuf has another theory, which carries weight because of who he is: Nigel Farage's right-hand man heads "Reform UK DOGE", as Britain's hard-right party terms its own cost-cutting unit. Mr Musk's main obstacle, he says, was the insistence of America's Founding Fathers that Congress controls the federal budget to which Mr Musk sought to take a chainsaw.

And there, Mr Yusuf tells The Economist, lies the bull case for Great Britain. Because it has a far weaker separation of powers than America, a prime minister who is elected with a working majority in the House of Commons would have far greater control over domestic policy than a president. A British Musk could cut at will.



That, in a nutshell, is Reform's project for government: the blitzkrieg on the institutions of Donald Trump, enabled by the weak checks and balances of Britain's unwritten constitution. On Sept 5th-6th Mr Farage will present his plans for a Reform government at a glitzy party conference in Birmingham. This is a plausible prospect. The party leads the national polls, at 31%, according to The Economist's poll tracker. A simple calculation based on uniform national swing suggests it would have an almost one-in-two chance of a majority if an election were held tomorrow. Its success is fuelled by discontent over immigration and a perception of skewed policing.

But in Mr Yusuf's telling, underlying the anger felt on the streets is a constitutional problem. Britons no longer believe in institutions, he says. They fail to do their job, and when voters demand change they work to sabotage it. Reform's project is a restorationist vision, which promises to turn back the clock several decades to an imagined age in which the checks on executive power were looser, international treaties less binding and in which ministers rather than arm's-length agencies made the decisions. The decentralising government of Sir Tony Blair is, in this tale, the point where things went wrong.

And so in government, Reform would take the orthodox principle of parliamentary sovereignty and use it as a hatchet against perceived constraints on its agenda. Putting Westminster politicians, not unelected technocrats, back on top was the essence of Brexit, Mr Farage's first crusade. In government he seeks to finish the job. "This is the spirit behind our constitution in this country," says Mr Yusuf. "The will of the people must be obeyed, right?"

For all the talk of strengthening Parliament, a Farage premiership would have a presidential streak. Since 1945 the British cabinet has been drawn mostly from elected MPs. That, says Mr Farage, is a recipe for mediocrity and patronage; his would be formed of appointed business leaders and other outsiders, as in America. Since he dominates his party, he does as he likes. The hyperbole is Trumpian too; Mr Farage will be "even more transformative than Thatcher", reckons Mr Yusuf.

One goal would dominate: the promise to deport some 600,000 illegal migrants in five years, a project termed "Operation Restoring Justice". The first acts would be to denounce the international treaties that stand in the way, including the Refugee Convention and the European Convention on Human Rights.

Other constraints on executive power would be loosened too. The party values Britain's independent judiciary, Mr Yusuf says, but all the same its deportation law will be drafted with the intention of precluding judicial review. (Reform's own draftsmen will do the job in opposition, taking a dim view of the government's lawyers.) Britain's senior civil service would be cleared out in favour of apolitical appointees, Mr Yusuf says; a permanent bureaucracy is nice in theory, but one now "totally captured" by ideologues. He expects a titanic clash with the House of Lords. Speed would be of the essence and the party claims it will have stacks of legislation and lists of appointees ready for its first day.

Reform is following a path set by its rivals. The notion that parliamentary sovereignty is a get-out-of-jail card from international treaties was promoted by Conservative governments in their own push to reduce migration. Sir Keir Starmer, the prime minister, also believes the centre of government is too weak and sclerotic, hence his recent appointment of a new "chief secretary to the prime minister" to enforce his writ on September 1st.

But the idea that there was ever a "golden age" in which politicians were unconstrained by the courts or international law is "considerable oversimplification", says Mark Elliott, an expert on constitutional law at the University of Cambridge. While the legal checks on the executive have grown, there is nothing novel in the idea that Britain honours its treaties, he says, or that the theoretical capacity of Parliament is tempered by judicial review.

The greatest constraint will come from Reform itself. Mr Farage has a long record of feuds, which in office can be a recipe for paralysis. The party has four MPs. Mr Yusuf stands out in Mr Farage's beery circuit: a 38-year-old Muslim, who worked at Goldman Sachs and made a fortune founding a luxury travel app, he speaks in the slide-deck terms of "high-agency people". Many of the actual policies are still vague and poorly costed. But for now, Reform trumpets its inexperience as an asset. "We get this all the time. 'You don't know what you're doing, you're not the professionals'," says Richard Tice, Mr Farage's deputy. "If the professionals and the experienced politicians have been in charge for the last 20 years, how's that working out?"#

For more expert analysis of the biggest stories in Britain, sign up to Blighty, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.economist.com/britain/2025/09/04/the-farage-power-project



	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The warship business
Will British shipbuilders rule the waves again?
Britain's naval dockyards prepare for a building boom
Sep 04, 2025 02:57 PM



NORWAY LAST procured British-built warships in 1899. Assembled on the river Tyne in Newcastle, the two hulking Eidsvold-class battleships served as the flagships of the Norwegian fleet for nearly half a century. Now the country is again turning to British dockyards to replenish its navy. On August 31st the Norwegian government announced its biggest (single) defence investment to date: a PS10bn ($13.5bn) contract for five Type 26 submarine-hunting frigates, to be built by BAE Systems at its facilities on the river Clyde in Glasgow. It marks Britain's highest-value warship export deal ever.

The order is part of a wider boon for the country's naval shipyards. After decades of atrophy, they are finally again abuzz with the clanging of steel and sizzle of welding sparks. The Royal Navy's surface fleet alone is expected to grow to 24 frigates and destroyers by the mid-2030s, its most significant expansion in decades. As Britain and other European countries ramp up their defence spending, industry insiders believe this could revitalise the country's once-mighty shipbuilding industry and usher in a new golden age.



Around 1900, Britain built 60% of all the world's ships. Today it builds less than 1%. A shrinking empire and navy, and competition from lower-cost Asian shipbuilders, gutted the industry. In an attempt to save it, shipbuilding was nationalised in 1977, only to be reversed six years later. Today most shipyards have all but abandoned commercial shipbuilding. Instead, the Royal Navy buys the bulk of ships built in Britain. That has left shipbuilders exposed to cycles of boom-and-bust. As the conclusion of the cold war ended demand for big navies, British warship production plummeted (see chart). The number of firms making warships dropped from over a dozen in 1960 to just two today: BAE Systems and Babcock.

But the tide has begun to turn. The previous government in 2022 announced a shipbuilding strategy which included an order pipeline of 150 naval and civilian ships spread over 30 years. This should give firms greater clarity and continuity. "Momentum is gathering," enthuses Sir Simon Lister, the managing director of BAE's maritime services. "I'm more optimistic than I have been for a long time."

Amid such bullishness, BAE is investing some PS300m in its shipyard at Govan on the River Clyde near Glasgow, where it recently opened the largest shipbuilding hall in the country. After years of programme delays on the Type 26, the company predicts the extra space will cut construction time on each ship by around a third. It is confident about delivering all eight Type 26s frigates for the Royal Navy by 2035. The Norwegian order means it will be building at least one ship a year well into the 2030s. In response BAE is rapidly expanding its workforce, investing PS12m in a new welders academy, where it plans to take on some 200 apprentices a year. "The biggest risk to delivery right now is whether we can respond to all of that [demand]", says Sir Simon.

Britain's shipbuilding prowess is helping bolster the country's geopolitical clout, too. Take AUKUS, a pact signed by Britain, Australia and America in 2021. Under its terms, Britain and Australia will jointly design and build an advanced nuclear-powered submarine, dubbed SSN-AUKUS. Australia plans to build five and Britain 12 such submarines, some of which will patrol the Pacific. In a similar vein, the Type 26 deal with Norway could see the "interchangeable use" of British and Norwegian sailors on joint patrols in the North Atlantic to hunt Russian submarines.

For all the newfound optimism, funding remains a problem. On current spending trends, Britain's shipbuilding pipeline could face a PS5.9bn funding shortfall, warns the National Audit Office, a watchdog. And although the government says it is committed to NATO's spending target of 3.5% of GDP on defence, it is unlikely to meet that until some point in the 2030s. For shipbuilding to embark truly on a new golden age, the government will need to stump up. #

For more expert analysis of the biggest stories in Britain, sign up to Blighty, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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Meet Isambard AI
How can a middle power compete in artificial intelligence?
A tour of Britain's newest supercomputer
Sep 04, 2025 02:57 PM | Bristol

Spectrum of choice

IN A CAR PARK on the outskirts of Bristol in south-west England, security is unusually tight. Anti-crash barriers block the entrance to a fenced compound bristling with cameras and barbed wire. At night two dog units patrol beneath a pair of large black gates. "We call them Jurassic Park gates because they look like there should be a Tyrannosaurus or something behind here," says Simon McIntosh-Smith, a professor at Bristol University, as the pistons hiss open. Behind them is no dinosaur, "just a supercomputer".

"Just" is an understatement. The gates cost around PS250,000 ($339,000). Isambard AI, the country's newest and biggest computer, cost almost a thousand times more (plus millions in running costs). Its black cabinets are filled with blades, each holding copper-plated GPUs cooled by thick red and blue water pipes. Cables twist along the ceiling, hinting that Isambard has more computing muscle than all other British supercomputers combined.

It was, in truth, a panic buy. In 2023 Rishi Sunak, then prime minister, was promoting Britain as a science-and-technology "superpower". Yet as the world obsessed over ChatGPT, "the UK didn't really have any AI infrastructure," admits Professor McIntosh-Smith, director of the Bristol Centre for Supercomputing. In hi-vis jacket and steel-toed boots, he apologises for the building site he surveys; but for once the mess is testament to a British infrastructure success, not a failure. A supercomputer typically takes four to five years to build. Isambard was commissioned in August 2023; it was switched on in July.



This is far from enough to turn Britain into a computing colossus. Finland, Germany, Italy, Japan and Switzerland all have more powerful resources (Isambard is the world's 11th-fastest supercomputer, see chart). More broadly, Britain is deficient in the resources to match other middle powers in building data centres. The UAE has oil wealth and abundant solar power, and Canada has cheap energy (and land), notes Alex Krasodomski of Chatham House, a think-tank. Britain, by contrast, has some of the most expensive electricity in Europe.

Sir Keir Starmer, Mr Sunak's successor, has pledged PS2bn for AI investment, including PS750m for a supercomputer in Edinburgh. That is a rounding error next to the $320bn America's biggest tech firms will spend this year alone on AI infrastructure. Perhaps unsurprisingly, the biggest advocate of "sovereign AI" is Jensen Huang, the boss of Nvidia, whose firm supplied the 5,448 chips inside Isambard. In June Mr Huang schmoozed Sir Keir at a London tech event, praising Britain's AI potential (before moving swiftly on to Paris). Left unsaid was that if the AI race is winner-takes-all, then third place after America and China will yield few prizes.

Even so, Britain has reason to try to stay in the game. "No one knows how [the AI race] plays out," says Guy Podjarny, founder of Tessl, a startup that uses AI to help software developers write code. The winners could be those with the smartest models--or those building applications on top of them, using the models as a utility. Either way, data and applications will matter, and infrastructure will be needed for Britain to carve out a niche.

Britain's best chance lies in nurturing AI talent. It is a world leader in machine-learning research. DeepMind, Google's AI arm, and Wayve, a promising self-driving-software firm, are already based in London's King's Cross. The question, says Matt Clifford, until recently the government's AI czar, is "How do we make this the best place in the world to try radically ambitious ideas that aren't in the current paradigm?" One answer is to build hubs like Isambard for "frontier AI" model training. Professor McIntosh-Smith says the machine is already drawing researchers from America, Switzerland and the EU.

Isambard is not big enough to train the largest language models. It will, however, enable other research breakthroughs. Dima Damen's team at Bristol University helped build the world's largest dataset captured by wearable cameras. Until Isambard, they lacked the processing power to use it. Professor Damen now hopes to train models that can recognise actions and predict intentions--videos which in future may be able to prompt people with dementia (and also help train home robots).

Around 80% of the 100-plus current projects are in life sciences and health, from skin-cancer detection to drug design. One of Britain's greatest opportunities, suggests Mr Clifford, could be using AI to reimagine public services like the health-care system. Some projects are eccentric: monitoring cow behaviour to detect early signs of infection, or moth wings to help develop soundproof wallpaper. But the aim behind Isambard is serious. It takes its name from Isambard Kingdom Brunel, a Victorian pioneer who helped engineer the Industrial Revolution by building bridges, railways and tunnels. If Britain wants a stake in the next revolution, it will need more of the infrastructure of the future. #

For more expert analysis of the biggest stories in Britain, sign up to Blighty, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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M&S
A cyber-attack isn't enough to halt Marks and Spencer's turnaround
M&S food is becoming cheaper and less posh; its clothes pricier and fancier
Sep 04, 2025 02:55 PM



ON APRIL 18TH Stuart Machin, the boss of Marks and Spencer (M&S), received a phone call every chief executive dreads: his security team had detected a cyber-attack on the retailer. The timing couldn't have been worse. It was the start of a sunny Easter weekend and Brits were splashing out on summer dresses and picnic food. For the next two weeks Mr Machin and his team slept in the office.

Most of the firm's systems had to be switched off. Without the technology that links stores and warehouses, food went to waste. The website, through which one-third of M&S fashion, home and beauty is sold, was down for around six weeks. The stock dropped by almost 14% in that period, while competitors like Next rallied. Once most of the business was back up and running, M&S estimated it had lost a total PS300m ($405m) in operating profit as a result of the attack, roughly one-third of what it made last year. Mr Machin, otherwise frenetic, is sombre on the topic. "It's quite hard, if I'm honest, reliving it," he says. "It takes its toll."

A few years ago an incident like this could have been fatal. M&S was to the retail industry what flip-phones are to telecoms. Some of its stores were drab and in poor locations. The website was clunky. The firm has 32m customers around the world, but Britain is its main market. Some 96% of Brits live within 25 minutes of a "Marks". But its food was long viewed as pricey, if good quality, and its clothes cheap but unfashionable. In the 2021 financial year the firm, battered by Brexit and covid-19 lockdowns, reported cratering sales and pre-tax losses of over PS200m.



Since 2022, when Mr Machin took over, M&S has begun to transform from a somewhat tired British institution to a once-again growing business. In the 2025 fiscal year, sales gained more than 6% year-on-year, while profits before tax and adjusting items rose by 22%. Mr Machin's annual remuneration jumped to PS7m thanks to performance bonuses. Shortly before the cyber-attack the stock rallied to its highest level since the Brexit vote. "M&S has been about to be turned around for a generation, but it never delivered," as Richard Hyman, a retail analyst, puts it. "Until now."

At the core of the turnaround is an improved product range. Today, Britons go to M&S for much more than sensible underwear and its iconic Percy Pig sweets. In food, which accounts for over 60% of sales, M&S has long been popular for treats ahead of festivals like Easter or for sandwiches to eat on the go. It is trying to become a place where people do their weekly shop. That means selling more items in family-size packs and slashing the price of essentials, such as bananas and crackers, to match competitors. NIQ, a data provider, estimates M&S's share of the British grocery market has  crept up over the past four years from 3.4% to 3.8%.

The change in M&S fashion has been in the opposite direction. Maddy Evans, who took over womenswear in 2022, began by trimming the range to remove duplicate items and outmoded ones. (Her pet peeves were the vast array of black trousers and a pair of ruched boots shaped like "a Cornish pasty".) Then she raised prices and added more stylish products to draw younger shoppers. In jeans, for example, the share of dated skinny styles has dropped to 30% from 70% three years ago. By sourcing more from Turkey rather than China, M&S has been able to roll out clothing faster in response to trends. Collaborations with celebrities like Sienna Miller, an actress, have boosted the brand's image. Menswear has been glamourised, too.

Sales in the fashion division are rising after years of decline. Estimates from Deutsche Bank suggest three-quarters of clothing now sells at full price, up from half a couple of years ago.

Even chic products don't sell in grim stores. With that in mind M&S has been investing in its property portfolio. The goal has been to cut down the vast store portfolio to around 420 food halls and 180 full-line stores by 2028. At M&S in Battersea Power Station in London the store manager, Camilla Harris, explains how new racks, wooden hangers and careful presentation give clothing aisles a swanky look. Food stores, which require freezers and bakeries, are more expensive to refurbish. Over 60% of the firm's PS578m capital spending last year went into stores and other property. The investment seems to be paying off. Return on capital employed, adjusted for various things, jumped to 16.4% last year, from 12.2% in 2022, the last full financial year before Mr Machin took over.

All this goes some way to explaining how M&S survived a cyber-attack in which reams of customer data were stolen. Analysts say the firm did a good job communicating with the public and staffing up customer-service lines. It helps that other retailers, including Harrods, have faced similar attacks. Estimates from Kantar, a market researcher, suggest consumer sentiment around M&S has improved slightly since the attack, even as opinion on some competitors has dipped. Analysts reckon a large chunk of the PS300m estimated cost will probably be covered by insurance.

The cyber-attack did, however, highlight another area of the business that is in need of investment: its technology infrastructure. Kate Calvert at Investec, a bank, describes the retailer's tech platforms as "from a different generation". Adam Cochrane at Deutsche Bank says they have been "cobbled together" over time. For customers, the M&S website is tough to navigate and bland to look at. Behind the scenes the firm has far too many applications, which require a vast team to operate. It also has too many distribution centres. And it is a long way from the slick automated warehouses that help competitors like Amazon keep costs low.

But there, too, change is under way. In August the company announced plans to spend PS340m building a 1.3m-square-foot (120,770-square-metre) automated distribution centre for food, the biggest such investment in its history. Efficiencies from such ventures will be crucial for M&S to keep up its recent pace of growth.
On your Marks

It is a tough time to be a retailer. Inflation remains high. Trade wars have supply chains in flux. And the cost of doing business in Britain is rising.

Mr Machin estimates that recent changes to National Insurance, a payroll tax, will add some PS60m to the firm's costs this year, while new recycling rules will add another PS40m. The retailer will feel the pain from added costs. It makes net profit margins of around 5% on food and 11% on fashion, home and beauty. "Take the shackles off," Mr Machin implores the Labour government. "Let us go for growth and then you're going to get more income tax and everyone is going to benefit."

M&S has shackles of its own. Its investment in Ocado Retail, a loss-making online grocer, has been a disaster ever since it was agreed on in 2019. In the last financial year M&S posted a PS250m non-cash impairment on its 50% stake in the business, dragging pre-tax profits lower. Then there is Marks's international arm. The retailer sells in over 30 markets outside Britain. Its sales abroad are in decline.  In India, where it operates through a joint venture with a local giant, Reliance Retail, M&S products and prices are poorly tailored to local tastes and budgets. Some analysts also worry that Mr Machin, who gets involved in everything from writing public statements to reviewing new products, is not the sort of boss many senior executives want to work for.

In some ways M&S, with an older clientele, drab brick-and-mortar stores and a slow entry into online groceries, should be floundering. Countless retailers, like Debenhams and Topshop, have disappeared from British high streets. But this is not just any retailer. This is M&S.#

For more expert analysis of the biggest stories in Britain, sign up to Blighty, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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Sweet spot
How the M&S strawberries-and-cream sandwich went viral  
It wasn't the taste that did it
Sep 04, 2025 02:56 PM

To eat or not to eat?

THE HOTTEST item in Marks and Spencer food halls this summer was as British as can be: a sandwich filled with strawberries and cream. The retailer launched it around the Wimbledon championship, a tournament viewers enjoy not just for the tennis but also for sightings of celebrities digging into cups of fruit and popping champagne.

The "sando" quickly went viral on social media. Within weeks, M&S announced it had sold more than 1m of them. Tesco, a rival grocer, launched a jam-and-cream "birthday-cake sandwich" soon after.

Analysts grew obsessed with the product for what it says about retailing in the age of social media. M&S has long been known for its Percy Pig sweets and Colin the Caterpillar cakes. Now it is constantly launching products in response to online trends. Think pistachio chocolates, drinks that contain Lion's mane, a fungus that is supposed to be healthy, and anything drizzled in "hot honey", a sticky sweet-and-spicy sauce.

Marks and Spencer works with social-media influencers to peddle these products. A viral snack is just the sort of pick-me-up shoppers are looking for at a time of economic stagnation. 

Economists became interested in the product for another reason. It wasn't clear if M&S charged customers 20% value-added tax on the product, the standard rate for confectionery, or skipped the charge, as is the rule with some other food products, such as cold sandwiches. McVitie's, a British foodmaker, fought a famous legal battle on this issue over its Jaffa Cakes, orange-jelly-sponge creations that look a lot like  biscuits but that the taxman eventually decided are cakes.

In all the excitement one thing has been forgotten: flavour. Opinions on the strawberries-and-cream sandwich have been split. "Wow, that's quite nice," exclaimed one YouTube reviewer. "Goodness me!" Critics at a fashion magazine, by contrast, said it "proved to be a lot to digest". Your correspondent took one bite before trying to pass it on to colleagues. Within weeks of its launch the sandwich, priced at PS2.80 ($3.76), was being discounted by late afternoon in some stores.

No matter. Viral products boost sales because lots of customers buy them once, just to try. M&S launched the sandwich as a limited-edition product. It was taken off the shelves in August when peak summer ended and the strawberry--and silly--season with it. #

For more expert analysis of the biggest stories in Britain, sign up to Blighty, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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Bagehot
How to take over a government via PDFs
The long march of the Resolution Foundation
Sep 04, 2025 02:56 PM



SKIP THROUGH the CVs of the recently promoted and appointed in the Labour government and a pattern emerges. Torsten Bell, the boyish pensions minister, now has the unenviable task of helping pull together a painful budget. Before entering Parliament, Mr Bell spent nine years as the chief executive of the Resolution Foundation (RF), a centre-left think-tank. Minouche Shafik, a former deputy governor of the Bank of England, is now Downing Street's economic adviser. She was the co-chair of RF's The Economy 2030 Inquiry. Dan Tomlinson, an even more boyish MP and a former economist at RF, is now a Treasury minister. Overseeing this reshuffle? Vidhya Alakeson, the deputy chief of staff in Downing Street and formerly RF's deputy chief executive.

If the fate of Labour's spending plans is now in the hands of RF veterans, its supply-side agenda always was. Matthew Pennycook, the housing minister and another former RF researcher, oversees the party's planning reforms--the keystone of its growth strategy. Even David Willetts, the long-standing president of RF, chairs Labour's "Regulatory Innovation Office", which ensures that red tape does not throttle progress. Judging the economic effect of such reforms is a tricky job, which falls to Richard Hughes, the head of the Office for Budget Responsibility. Luckily, he can call on his experience as a former research associate at RF.

To understand how Britain is run, walk away from Whitehall, turn right at the Houses of Parliament and head to 2 Queen Anne's Gate. This 19th-century townhouse, opposite the pub where Treasury officials mingle post-budget, is home to RF, which since its founding in 2005 has become arguably Britain's most influential economic institution. What began as a think-tank aimed at helping the poor has, somehow, ended up running the country.

Its rise starts with its founder. Sir Clive Cowdery can claim to be one of the most consequential men in politics even if few know who he is, even in Westminster. After a rough childhood, Sir Clive left school with no A-levels before making pots of cash in insurance. He put some of that money towards a PDF mill dedicated to helping those from similar circumstances.

Gaining influence in a G7 economy is cheap. At the start, RF's funding was under a million; even now that it is a much larger operation, its budget remains under PS4m ($5.4m). British think-tanks tend to be pound-shop operations--even grand-sounding outfits can turn out to be three 24-year-olds in a trench coat. Low wages in British think-tanks often mean that someone who chooses to work for one is either a saint, a moron or a zealot.

By contrast, RF has the means to pay good people to produce quality economic analysis. The patient, no-strings funding it enjoys from Sir Clive is a rarity in the sector. Others must pimp out their staff to whoever is willing to pay PS80,000 for a 62-page PDF. Lucky RF staff can busy themselves with worthy things, such as pointing out that the Office for National Statistics labour-force-survey numbers are nonsense.

A sliver of political independence meant RF was painted as an objective observer. Lord Willetts, a former Conservative cabinet minister, provides a bipartisan veneer for an organisation staffed by future Labour ministers. The think-tank has always played down the idea that increasing living standards for the less-well-off is inherently left-wing. No one in British politics believes it. Fortunately, BBC commissioning editors do.

It is such an effective ruse that those on the right have dreamed of creating their own version of RF. If one existed, it might have stopped the previous Conservative government relying on RF's ideas. George Osborne, a former Tory chancellor, became a Manchurian Candidate for the soft-left when it came to the minimum wage. In 2015 he cited RF as he set about cranking it to 60% of the median wage--a long-standing aim for the think-tank.

Circumstance played a role in RF's rise, too. Emergencies, such as the covid-19 pandemic, required big fiscal responses that it was happy to flesh out. When the Conservative government was cooking up its response, it turned to a bunch of future Labour ministers. RF's plan for "retention pay" was adopted almost wholesale by Boris Johnson's government in the form of its furlough scheme. When a crisis occurs, argued Milton Friedman, a free-market economist, "The actions that are taken depend on the ideas that are lying around." RF scattered plenty.
Give me redistribution, or give me death

Having spent years shaping British economic policymaking indirectly, the RF gang now have the chance to do it themselves. Mr Bell's works provide as good a guide as any for how Labour will look to raise money. The government has already adopted RF-approved schemes, such as levying inheritance tax on pension pots. Raising a few billion here while smoothing out a distortion there is the dream. But Britain's fiscal position is more of a nightmare. Yields on gilts wobble higher; commentators predict a doom loop of implausible fiscal policy leading to higher debt costs, making fiscal policy even more implausible. 

And so Mr Bell and friends face ugly choices. Spending restraint is necessary. But since poor people rely more on the state, this will hit those at the bottom. If the state wants to raise real money, it will have to look at broad tax rises that wallop the not-so-well-off, as well as the rich. The Conservatives (of all people) left behind an over-progressive tax system, in which high-earners are overtaxed and those on middle incomes probably pay too little. In the 2010s RF could point out the follies of Tory austerity in a low-rate world; in 2025 its alumni have to govern in a high-rate one, where the Labour government has to cobble together its own version of austerity, with higher taxes and lower spending. In office, RF may have to hurt the people it once sought to protect. #

Subscribers to The Economist can sign up to our Opinion newsletter, which brings together the best of our leaders, columns, guest essays and reader correspondence.
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From Helsinki with love 
What Finland could teach Ukraine about war and peace
President Alexander Stubb argues Ukraine can repeat Finland's success
Sep 04, 2025 04:14 PM | Helsinki



THE TYRANT in the Kremlin claimed it as within his sphere of influence, and demanded an unequal land swap. When that was rejected, he staged a false-flag operation and then invaded, expecting to take the capital in two weeks. The Western democracies promised support, but failed to deliver. Less than five years later the victim was forced to cede a tenth of its territory to Russia, and to promise perpetual neutrality. That was the fate not of Ukraine this decade but of Finland in the 1940s. It is now one of the most successful and prosperous of European states.

Finland is back in focus these days. Its president, Alexander Stubb, was included in a meeting last month at the White House between Donald Trump, Volodymyr Zelensky and six other European leaders. When Mr Trump turned to Mr Stubb, one of Ukraine's staunchest and most cool-headed supporters, he said: "We found a solution in 1944 and I'm sure that we'll be able to find a solution in 2025 to end Russia's war of aggression, find and get a lasting and just peace." And in a recent interview in Helsinki with The Economist Mr Stubb said of the 1944 decision, which is seen by many as a defeat, that "We still feel we won, because we retained our independence."

When Stalin first attacked in the Winter War of 1939-40 Finland had only been independent for 21 years, having spent most of the 19th century as part of the Russian empire, and the 600 years before that as part of Sweden. It was included in the secret Molotov-Ribbentrop pact that carved up central and eastern Europe between Germany and the Soviet Union. Finland was assigned to the latter.



Yet unlike any other part of the former Russian empire, and much of central and eastern Europe as well, Finland, a country today of fewer than 6m people faced with a 1,300km border with Russia, never lost its independence or its democracy. It owed this not to Western support but to the grit of its people, the integrity of its elite and the hard realism of the man who commanded its army through the years of war--Carl Gustaf Mannerheim (pictured), formerly a general in the Russian Imperial Army who was as resolute in putting up the fight as he was in accepting a bitter peace.  

In March 1940, after "16 weeks of bloody battle with no rest by day or by night", Mannerheim addressed his soldiers: "Our Army still stands unconquered before an enemy which in spite of terrible losses has grown in numbers." The underwhelming scale of Western support and the overwhelming size and brutality of an enemy "whose life-philosophy and moral values are different from ours", meant that although Stalin failed to achieve his maximalist goals, Finland had to forfeit land, but not its people.

"We must be ready to defend our diminished Fatherland with the same resolution and the same fire with which we defended our undivided Fatherland," Mannerheim said. The entire population of Finnish Karelia--over 400,000 people--was evacuated after the end of the Winter War and the subsequent War of Continuation, in which for a while Finland pushed the Russians back.

Finland's experience has been cited from the start of the war in Ukraine--both as a model to avoid and one perhaps to bear in mind and even follow. Mannerheim's speech was circulated in President Volodymyr Zelensky's office in the first months of the war,  but was put to one side.

The peace imposed on Finland in 1944 was hardly just. But it could have been worse. Finland handed over 10% of its territory, including Karelia and half of Lake Ladoga. Its army was restricted, as was its ability to join NATO. It was forced to let Russia lease a naval base on Porkkala, a peninsula in the Gulf of Finland just 30km from the capital. And, because it joined forces with Hitler later in the war, it was forced to pay reparations to the Soviet Union which had attacked it five years earlier.

To much of the world, this was a defeat. To Mr Stubb, whose father was born in the territory annexed by the Soviet Union, and whose summer house stands in Porkkala, back in Finnish hands since the 1950s, it looks different. Lacking any security guarantees from the West or anyone else, Finland exercised this independence not by turning anti-Russian--which would almost certainly have resulted in another invasion--but by building one of the most successful countries in Europe. "People didn't wait for perfect conditions. They worked with what they had," Risto Penttila, a foreign-policy expert, explains.

In politics and in the media Finland carefully avoided anything that could anger Moscow. To most outsiders, what became known as "Finlandisation" was a servile form of appeasement. To Mr Stubb and most of his countrymen, "it was the definition of realpolitik at a time when we did not have a choice." It allowed Finland to stick to its core values: universal education, social welfare and the rule of law.

Long before it joined NATO in 2023 Finland had developed a system of "total defence" that relies on compulsory national service and the voluntary participation of private businesses. Its conscript army generates a reserve force of almost 1m trained citizens. Esko Aho, a prime minister in the 1990s, says none of this would be possible without a sense of fairness. "Finland was able to create national defence not just because of a threat from Russia, but because it had something worth defending."

Mr Stubb says that Ukraine today is in a better position than Finland was in 1944--"a devastated, dirt-poor country" with almost no support from the outside. Ukraine has allies working on security guarantees and helping it economically. Ukraine, he says, can either dwell in the past and lament the unfairness of the world outside, or "it can pick up the pieces, reconstruct and believe in its own future"; eradicating corruption, fostering freedom and social justice, and killing cynicism. That is the choice that lies ahead. #

To stay on top of the biggest European stories, sign up to Cafe Europa, our weekly subscriber-only newsletter.
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