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	China’s kung fu robots are a wake-up call for the West
Published in The Telegraph (February 2026)

Almost 400 million people tuned in to their TVs last week to watch as a troupe of humanoid Chinese robots breakdanced, jumped and performed backflips at the Chinese New Year Spring Festival Gala. The display was an impressive propaganda win for Beijing. According to state-run outlets, the broadcast generated 23 billion views across social media. Yet within the tech sector, it cemented something which many already feared: that China is gaining a lead over the West in advanced robotics. And there is nothing anyone can do to stop it.

In the display, a dozen bipedal human-looking bots from technology company Unitree can be seen moving in perfect unison. The robots could throw punches and kicks in a martial arts display. In another segment, the company’s 180cm H2 humanoid bot performed Kung Fu while dressed as the ‘Monkey King’ from Chinese folklore. The performances drew comparisons with a display in 2025, in which earlier versions of Unitree’s bots performed a far more stilted dance while waving handkerchiefs. Emily Lathrop, an associate engineer at Rand, says last week’s display was an ‘impressive demonstration of how far China’s humanoid robotics have advanced in the past year.’

For decades, humanoid robots have been the stuff of science fiction or gimmicks consigned to the corridors of technology trade fairs. But in China, advanced robots that appear uncannily human are fast becoming reality. China accounted for around 90pc of all humanoid robots sold last year, according to data from Omdia. Hangzhou-based Unitree, which is valued at about $7bn (£5.2bn), sold 5,500 robots, while rival Agibot sold more than 5,000. Analysts at TrendForce, meanwhile, have predicted global shipments will top 50,000 this year.

In the West, progress has been notably slower. Tesla – which is developing the Optimus bipedal bot, designed to perform ‘unsafe, repetitive or boring tasks’ – has so far fallen well short of Elon Musk’s stated targets for the tech. The company has built around 150 of its robots. Musk had previously claimed it would have ‘several thousand’ working by the end of 2025.

Globally, humanoid robot production remains tiny compared with more established industrial robots.
For now, they are mostly used for demonstration purposes and research, unlike robotic arms that are used on industrial and automotive assembly lines. But the market is growing rapidly. Analysts at Barclays this week estimated that ‘physical AI’ – meaning robotics and automated machines – could be a $1tn industry by 2035. They suggested that the market for humanoid robots could be worth around $200bn, up from about $3bn today.

Musk, in a typically outlandish prediction, has claimed Tesla will ultimately build more than one million robots per year. Yet even fans of Musk have to admit that China is out in front. ‘China is way ahead on the robotics front,’ says Dan Ives, an analyst at Wedbush Securities. ‘Tesla is poised to be a clear leader on Optimus, but there is no denying that China is playing at a different level than the US.’

Crucially, China appears to be solving problems of mass production and securing a supply chain of robotic parts faster than the US. ‘If we look at the hardware and mass production capabilities, China is building up the supply chain advantages,’ says Ethan Qi, a Beijing-based analyst at Counterpoint Research.
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	China’s kung fu robots are a wake-up call for the West
Review Questions

How many people watched the robot performance at the Chinese New Year Spring Festival Gala?
What technology company created the humanoid robots in the performance?
Which famous character from Chinese folklore did one of the robots dress as?
What is the estimated potential value of the humanoid robot market in the future?

Why does the writer describe the performance as a ‘propaganda win for Beijing’?
Why might analysts believe China currently has an advantage over the West in robotics?
Why might the development of supply chains be crucial to the future of humanoid robots?
What impression does the article create about the future importance of robotics technology?
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	Humans are the only primates with a chin – now we finally know why
Published in New Scientist (February 2026)

Humans are the only primates with a chin, leaving biologists to wonder why we acquired this unique feature. According to a new analysis of head anatomy in apes, it probably didn’t evolve for a specific reason of its own but instead emerged as a side effect of other changes driven by natural selection. ‘There has been a tendency to assume that every feature that differs significantly between species has been shaped by natural selection for a specific purpose, but this ‘purposeful’ view of evolution is inaccurate,’ says Noreen von Cramon-Taubadel at the University at Buffalo in New York state. ‘Evolution is often messier and less directed than people expect or assume.’

In simple terms, the chin is a bony projection of the lower jaw that extends beyond the front teeth. Even among our closest relatives, no other human species has a chin, so it has been used as a key identifying feature of Homo sapiens, but the reason why this trait evolved is a mystery. Some researchers suggest it might reduce strain at the front of the jaw during chewing or that it supports our ability to form words. Others believe it evolved as part of sexual selection, with individuals preferring mates with this unique facial feature. Still others question whether the chin has any purpose at all, suspecting the bony protrusion might have evolved incidentally as the skull and jaw went through other evolutionary changes.

Von Cramon-Taubadel and her colleagues wondered if it might be none of these theories, but rather the result of genetic drift – essentially, random evolutionary chance alone. To find out, she and her colleagues investigated 532 skulls belonging to humans and 14 other species and subspecies of modern apes – including chimpanzees, bonobos, gorillas, orangutans and gibbons – housed in museums.

The researchers measured 46 distances between precise anatomical landmarks across the head and jaw – including nine along the region that forms the chin in humans – and mapped the results onto an evolutionary tree. Next, they used that data to estimate the likely head and jaw shape of the last common ancestor of all apes. They then applied a standard quantitative genetic model to test whether changes along each family branch were greater or smaller than expected under random drift alone. They found that three of the human chin-related traits were probably directly selected – meaning something about them was favourable enough to shape their evolution. But the other six traits appeared to be either unaffected by selection or simply by-products of evolution for other non-chin traits.

As our ancestors became more upright, the base of their skulls flexed, and their faces tucked beneath the braincase instead of projecting forward like it does in chimpanzees, von Cramon-Taubadel explains. Meanwhile, larger brains and dietary shifts reduced the need for large front teeth and powerful chewing muscles, shrinking the lower face and jaw. Over time, the upper jaw bones receded, leaving the lower jaw to project beyond the teeth – giving rise to the first chins. As such, this unique feature appears to have emerged as a consequence of humans evolving an upright posture, larger heads and smaller teeth, highlighting how selection for one region of the body can have a knock-on effect on others, says von Cramon-Taubadel.

For Alessio Veneziano at the French National Museum of Natural History in Paris, the findings point to the chin as ‘a textbook example’ of non-adaptation – a trait that appears without any direct activity of natural selection. ‘It’s always fascinating for me to see confirmation of important evolutionary trends occurring non-adaptively,’ he says.
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	Humans are the only primates with a chin – now we finally know why
Review Questions

Who conducted the research mentioned in the article and where do they work?
How many skulls did the researchers analyse in their study?
What changes in early humans contributed to the development of the chin?

Why do scientists find the human chin particularly puzzling from an evolutionary perspective?
What can we infer about the role of random processes such as genetic drift in evolution?
What impression does the article give about the way scientific understanding develops over time?
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	Haruki Murakami Interviews Harry Styles
Published in Runners World (March 2026)

Harry Styles: One of the things I really loved in your book about running was that it freed me from the idea that music had to be an unhealthy profession and I had to be this tortured soul. Your point is that being healthy makes you able to be an artist for a long time, that you can be a structured, healthy person and make great work. So I have a lot of gratitude to you for that.

Haruki Murakami: To write a book is not so difficult, but if you try to keep on writing, you have to be strong. It’s powered by endurance. When I was in my teens, musicians died so young. Jim Morrison, Jimi Hendrix. I think they couldn’t wait – live fast, die young. But that is not a thing that I wanted. What I wanted to do was live a normal life because I’m just a normal guy – but then write abnormal books. That’s the kind of ideal that I was pursuing.

Harry Styles: If you want to run a marathon, it takes a lot of discipline. You can’t go too fast too quickly.
Has it always felt obvious to you that your running and writing feed each other? Or do you think it can be really easy to overcomplicate that, and actually, you just like writing and you also just like running?

Haruki Murakami: Running and writing books both match my personality. With running, it’s not just about speed. I was never into sports that involve balls. It’s more about me competing with my own self.

Harry Styles: We live in a time when making such an effort can be considered quite uncool, and there’s this romanticism that comes with the idea of being an artist, as if it’s this almost spiritual thing that just happens to you. But in your work I see a lack of fear around being uncool. When you write about masculinity, your characters aren’t all experts. There’s an innocence to them, as well as vulnerability and shame. That has definitely changed the way I view being masculine and being vulnerable. I wondered if that was something you felt you did consciously or discovered while you were writing it?

Haruki Murakami: I’m just an ordinary guy. Always. When I was a teenager or in my 20s, I wasn’t particularly adept at anything. But when I graduated college, I didn’t want to be a salaryman or to belong to a company. I created a small jazz club in Tokyo, I owned it, and I didn’t think I was going to be a writer, I just loved to read books. But when I turned 29 the desire to write was very strong. So I wrote a book and I became a novelist – kind of on a whim. But I’m still an ordinary guy living an ordinary life with my wife and everything. When I get interviewed, I sometimes feel awkward because why would an interviewer think that I’m special? That’s why the characters in my books are just normal people and they have that awkwardness. I don’t even think I’m a creator; I’m just a recipient. I love to listen to music, I love to read books, but I’m just a reader, just a listener. I did try to practice some musical instruments, but I couldn’t get into it because I hate practice. It’s boring.

Harry Styles: Oh, it is (they both laugh).
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	Haruki Murakami Interviews Harry Styles
Review Questions

What quality does Murakami say is necessary if someone wants to keep writing books for a long time?
Why does Murakami say he enjoys running as a sport?
What job did Murakami have before he became a novelist?

What does Murakami’s comparison between running and writing suggest about creativity?
How does Styles suggest Murakami’s writing challenges traditional ideas about masculinity?
How does the phrase ‘live fast, die young’ help Murakami explain the lifestyle he wanted to avoid?
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	The only real way to catch a liar, according to psychologists
Published in BBC Science Magazine (March 2026)

Deep down, you probably believe you can sniff out lies like a bad smell. Perhaps inspired by Poirot or Sherlock Holmes, you may have confidence in your strong gut instinct and powers of deduction. It’s okay if you do – you’re not alone. Most of us think we’re pretty great at lie detection. That was the conclusion of a 2023 study, in which 75 per cent of its 500 participants said they could spot lies well.

The problem is they were wrong – and so are you (probably). Most of us are actually rubbish at sorting fact from fiction. In scientific studies, members of the public who are asked to detect lies tend to have success rates of around 54 per cent. ‘Empirically, people are bad at spotting deception,’ says Prof Sander van der Linden, director of the University of Cambridge’s Social Decision-Making Lab. ‘If you look at meta-analyses, people do marginally better than chance. That’s pretty bad. We’re basically just guessing.’

When trying to find fibbers, most people’s go-to strategy is flawed, says Prof Geoff Beattie, a psychologist at Edge Hill University. ‘If you ask people, ‘How can you tell if someone’s lying?’, they always say the same thing: ‘people look away when they lie,’’ he says. ‘Across a whole range of different countries and cultures, people believe that it’s the universal sign. But eye contact is a really poor signal of deception.’

Scientists have known this for decades. Back in 2010, researchers from the City University of New York found that people tend to avert their gaze when remembering real memories, as well as falsehoods. ‘Liars know that people look for eye contact, so they use that to their advantage,’ explains Beattie. ‘They can plan in advance what they’re going to say and maintain eye contact, whereas a truthful person might look away because they’re thinking.’ But eye contact isn’t the only behaviour that we mistakenly rely on. Many of us search for signs of emotion that we assume should coincide with lying – such as nervousness or guilt.

‘Some people get away with lying because they come across as really confident,’ says Dr Sharon Leal, a forensic psychologist at the University of Portsmouth. ‘Most people don’t look nervous when they lie.
‘A two-year-old child will look you straight in the eye and say that they didn’t eat chocolate, when they did. We learn very, very quickly to hide nonverbal behaviours.’ In fact, Leal continues, liars tend to be hyperaware of behaviours that might give them away – such as nervous fidgeting – and they cover them up.
‘As soon as you think you might be doing these things, you monitor them,’ she says. ‘So, a truthteller can look far more guilty than a liar.’ And, Leal adds, some people may not feel anxious or guilty when lying, particularly if they have certain dark traits – but more on that later.

But despite all this, many of us continue to search for subtle movements and micro-expressions that we believe might give away what someone is truly feeling. We’re not totally misguided. Scientists have identified dozens of potential micro-expressions – brief, involuntary facial movements that might betray a lie – with Van der Linden estimating there are around 90. Yet this abundance of cues actually makes detection harder. With so many fleeting expressions, you may scan for the wrong one – or fail to catch it before it disappears. ‘A human can’t hold 50 or 90 cues in their own minds,’ Van der Linden says. Leal adds: ‘Unless it’s absolutely, really badly obvious, you’re very unlikely to detect deception from nonverbal behaviour.’

This is where technology can be helpful. In 2021, computer scientists trained an AI system to monitor 36 human micro-expressions and use them to detect deception. The result? An accuracy rate of 72–78 per cent – far from perfect, but significantly better than most humans manage.
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	The only real way to catch a liar, according to psychologists
Review Questions

What percentage of participants believed they were good at detecting lies?
What is the typical success rate for members of the public when trying to detect lies?
Which behaviour do many people incorrectly believe is a clear sign that someone is lying?
What level of accuracy did the AI system achieve when detecting deception?

Why might a truthful person sometimes appear more suspicious than a liar?
What can we infer about the potential role of technology in detecting deception in the future?
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	Your dog might be eavesdropping on your conversations and learning words from them
Published in BBC Science Focus Magazine (March 2026)

Some clever dogs can learn new words by listening to our conversations, a new study has found. These talented pups – dubbed Gifted Word Learners (GWLs) – were found to possess language learning skills similar to one-year-old babies, according to research from Eötvös Loránd University (ELTE) in Budapest, and the University of Veterinary Medicine in Vienna.

The scientists tested how well these dogs could learn the names of new toys and retrieve them when asked.
‘We found that, not only were the dogs able to learn the names of the two new toys from overhearing their owners’ interactions, but that the dogs’ performances were similar to when the owners directly taught the dogs the names of two new toys,’ Dr Shany Dror – cognitive researcher and first author of the study – told BBC Science Focus.

‘This mirrors findings from studies with 18-month-old children, which found that children at that age are equally good at learning from overheard speech and direct interactions.’

In each experiment, a clever dog was introduced to two new toys. Some dogs were introduced directly, with their owners telling them the toys’ names. But other dogs learnt about their toys by eavesdropping on conversations between two family members. Each time, this introduction was repeated several times over a few days, with plenty of opportunities to play with the toys. Then, they were tested on their word learning. 

The two new toys – plus nine old ones – were set up in another room, and the dogs were asked to retrieve a specific toy. The dogs correctly retrieved toys they had been introduced to 92 per cent of the time. If they only overheard discussions about a toy, this number fell slightly, but only to 83 per cent.

While impressive, Dror said it was important to note that their findings were specific to a small group of exceptionally intelligent dogs. ‘I hope that this study will help both the general public and scientists develop a deeper appreciation for how extraordinary the social skills of dogs are, so that we can maximise their potential in our communication with dogs,’ she added.
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	Your dog might be eavesdropping on your conversations and learning words from them
Review Questions

What name do researchers give to dogs that can learn words particularly well? 
Which two universities were involved in the research study?
What task were the dogs asked to perform during the experiment?

What does the study suggest about dogs’ ability to learn from human conversations?
How does the phrase ‘eavesdropping on your conversations’ make the study more engaging for readers?
How does the inclusion of statistics (such as 92 per cent and 83 per cent) strengthen the article?





