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To Tamar
“. . . And they seemed unto him but a few days”











If there is no struggle, there is no progress.


—FREDERICK DOUGLASS,
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Introduction:
The Death of an Age


The building looks like a typical office tower that can be found in every prosperous city center, from Manhattan to London to Tel Aviv. The VIPs are led through a back corridor to a small service elevator, completely inappropriate to the occasion, adding to the mysterious ambience. The elevator descends and its door opens, revealing the venue for the night’s event—a family wine cellar, a secret one, our host says. At one end of the room, a famous chef is preparing our dinner. All along the walls, behind glass, lie bottles of wine flown in from vineyards all over the world. The guests—high-tech entrepreneurs, a former prime minister, a former senior army officer who is now a social entrepreneur, the CEOs of leading corporations—are impressed, and they are not easily impressed. Everyone there—indeed, most everyone everywhere—knows the generous host’s name.


As we seat ourselves around a table, I look around and count the uber-wealthy. I’m pretty sure I am the only guest who drove here in a Toyota Corolla with a loose bumper.


I’ve been invited to speak about the international situation, about globalization and the revolt against it. My audience in the expertly lit wine cellar listens attentively to my accounts of populations bypassed by the prosperity generated by the present world order, and of how giant technology companies have avoided responsibility for the ills of the connected world they have created. I argue that liberal values are being challenged by a resurgence of enemies of progress, and suggest that young people have become less inclined to fight for democracy and instead are calling for radical solutions. The numbers, I note, show that humanity is doing well in general. Why then, do so many people feel so trapped?


I should have known what the reaction would be. The 1 percenters feel, for the most part, that the crisis of 2008 was but a passing cloud; that Trump’s election was but a onetime historical fluke; and that progress—that is the aristocratic version of progress to which they subscribe—is unstoppable. Our munificent host and one or two of his guests grasp the thrust of the analysis, even if they do not accept it. The others balk. “It’s overblown pessimism,” one of them suddenly says, and the others begin to chant “pe-ssi-mi-sim.” They quickly counter me with the common wisdom: It’s a “wave of populism,” a brief backlash that will pass without causing significant damage. The conversation degrades into the kind of anachronistic discourse characteristic of people born in the 1950s and ’60s, including clichés such as “confidence breeds success,” “fortune favors the bold,” “the young will grow up,” and “we can’t go back to the Dark Ages.” Most of them have no interest in listening to what I have to say. Instead, they want to instruct me—and through me, my generation—that all will be well if we just think positively. Dessert is served, elegantly ending the debate, such as it was. It’s easy to disagree politely when your children’s future is ensured by low-risk bonds.


The dinner somehow reminded me of a much more dramatic event I attended as a journalist two years previously. Anxiety was ubiquitous at both gatherings. It’s just that when the super-rich are anxious, they wrap themselves in cellophane-like packaging that crackles with optimism. The middle class adopts a much simpler tactic: outrage.


The evening of November 8, 2016, was festive and crisp in Manhattan. A cloudless sky was visible through the glass ceiling of the Javits Center, ready for the crowning of the new leader of the free world. Hawkers outside were doing a brisk business—President Hillary t-shirts, showing her in a Superwoman costume; First Husband Bill Clinton t-shirts; campaign buttons of all colors, souvenirs of the historic day. Hundreds of policemen and security personnel were deployed outside, along with an army of broadcast vehicles and an entire field of satellite dishes. The media presence was many times larger than that assigned to the more spare headquarters of the Trump campaign, less than half a mile away as the crow flies. “She means to rise,” wrote the poet Maya Angelou about Clinton back in 2008; now she was about to break free of those rusty chains and become the most powerful person in the world.


Representatives of America, of all the colors of the rainbow, were placed on the stage. There were straights and gays, Hispanics and blacks and whites, women and children. They were to serve as models of the new age that Clinton’s election heralded. With infinite patience, they sat there for long hours, waiting for those few seconds their children would see on television and forever cherish, that image of them with the first woman to be elected president of the United States of America. Even when the skies grew dark over the Javits Center, they did not budge from their seats.


In the end, of course, Clinton never showed up. She did not see the celebration prepared for her. Night fell and swept it all away.


There’s something brutal about the journalist’s gaze. He sees the image as it develops, from a distance that gives him perspective. He observes the disappointment as it spreads through the crowd, the shocked gasps, the tears and the heartbreak, the banality of human reaction—denial, disappointment, the desperate hope that continues to percolate among the believers.


When the results began to come in, the eyes of the Clinton istas were glued to their smartphones, murmuring in disbelief. That was exactly the point. They couldn’t believe it, they couldn’t understand how this could be happening. Many wept. One told me that, as a Jew and a homosexual, he feared a new Holocaust.


I asked him if that was just a figure of speech.


“No,” he sobbed, “I’m really scared.”


On the face of it there seems to be no connection between the distraught and panicked Clinton campaigners on that autumn night and the self-assured rich whom I met in the wine cellar. The latter were resolutely optimistic, determined to explain just how the world order that is so good for them, personally, is so great for everyone else. Clinton’s supporters sensed that democracy was endangered and that they had been robbed of their future. But the point is that both shared a deep, unspoken fear. The 1 percenters dealt with it by euphorically hiding their heads in the sand; the Clinton campaigners coped by covering the floor of the Javits Center with the tears they shed.


They were not only frightened by the prospect that Trump, the advocates of Brexit, European nationalists, or Islamist fundamentalists would propel the world toward catastrophe. After all, if such a catastrophe were to come, it would demonstrate just how correct they had been in their faithfulness to liberal values or to the market economy. No, what they feared was not a cataclysm but the opposite—that the other side, that Trump, might be successful. His success would mean a world with an enduring anti-liberal order and severely constrained global cooperation.


It would be a world in which bedrock beliefs—in the victory of good over evil in World War II, in freedom as a precondition for prosperity, in the rejection of bigotry, in the principle of women’s rights over their bodies, and most of all the fervent faith in the overarching value of progress—would turn out to be ephemeral. For them, history would stop, and then reverse. For many, the years since have proved that the shift has already begun.


I AM NEITHER AMERICAN NOR EUROPEAN. I LIVE IN A DISTANT province that shelters under the wings of the American empire. From here I can be an observer, with the luxury of some emotional detachment from the coming storm. In 2016, some months before Election Day, I set out on a journey through the United States, seeking an answer to a simple question: If Trump were to win, how would it happen? The polls said it was nearly impossible, but I was skeptical. In Pennsylvania, one of the cornerstones of the Industrial Revolution, I sat in the living room of a coal mining family as rain fell outside and the wind shrieked. The family was as grim and despondent as the weather, lacking a trace of the American optimism that I so put my trust in. Black activists in Philadelphia told me that President Obama was simply one more mask worn by whites who were killing innocent residents of their neighborhoods. They vowed not to vote for “that Hillary person.” A little girl in Charlotte, North Carolina, told me with tears in her eyes that a classmate had stopped inviting her to her birthday parties because her mothers are transgender women. In her story I could feel the burgeoning animosity toward the new America. In the same state, I attended Sunday services in a church whose preacher maintains that the United States would be punished with a plague worse than Ebola for condoning homosexual sodomy. I asked him if his America was not passing from this world; his response was, “Hey, don’t bury us yet!”


What has taken place in the United States under Trump is no routine political change; nor is it a revolution based on a new and coherent political idea. Neither is there a coherent political idea behind Brexit. The rise of populism and nationalism, from Brazil to Italy to Hungary, constitutes an attack, albeit diffused, on today’s globalization, growing out of an echo chamber of injustices that have plagued the middle class throughout the industrialized world. Those who are overly focused on what is going on in the Americas, Europe, Africa, or Asia miss the most important social, cultural, and political phenomenon of our time. As in a pointillist painting, the little dots come together to form a picture, of revolt. Large numbers of people are rejecting globalization as an economic, cultural, and universal value system. The revolt is worldwide, unorchestrated, and fluid. It is more about the rejection of current power structures than about the fine details of building new ones.


Fundamental opposition to globalization began at opposing poles—anarchist-radical on one side and fundamentalist-religious on the other. Spurred by growing social disquiet, radical and reactionary ideas began to make their way into the middle class. The revolt is manifested in the British decision to leave the European Union, the rise of the extreme right in Europe, the growth of fundamentalism, as well as increasing support for the radical left and burgeoning resentment of the rich and of the concentration of wealth. Politicians are desperately trying to ride the tiger. After his election, the president of the United States has inundated the American and international discourse with relentless provocations. The tap of his keyboard as he was tweeting was so deafening that we have forgotten what we all realized when he won: Trump is a manifestation of a much broader phenomenon, which preceded the 2016 and 2020 elections. Now, a few years down the line, we can do what is required and look back on recent decades as one section of the political and historical mosaic that is our current world. The era of the revolt is too momentous, too consequential, to be defined by Trump or by the media’s addiction to him.


The rebels are a disparate coalition of rejects. Some claim that globalization, the liberal values to which it is tied, and the technology it has both spawned and fed upon, have been toxic to their lives, their communities, and their deeply held values and beliefs. Others are up in arms, sometimes literally, against a political class that promised that global solutions would bring prosperity to all while at the same time becoming bedmates of the upper 1 percent. They are in revolt because they were told that globalization makes the world flat—everything lies before you, everything is immediate, everything is within reach, all you need to do is take it. That, it goes without saying, is a hollow notion, because the international economy is built more on inequality than on equality. The rebels see their children forsaking their culture, and the demand for political correctness spreading and preventing them from giving voice to their understandable frustrations. They are rising up because their security, identity, and livelihood are all endangered. Terrorism could strike at any moment, immigrants want to go everywhere, and employers are constantly thinking about terminating them. The COVID-19 pandemic that swept across the globe in 2020 revealed the degeneration of twentieth-century-style politics and its incapacity for coping with contemporary challenges, like the spread of a new pathogen in a world that was highly interconnected. As a matter of course, both political systems and their leaders routinely put on a facade of control, certainty, and security to the public. But during the course of history, epidemics have shattered that illusion. They also expose which rulers are effective and able and which are feckless and dangerous. Luchino Visconti, who ruled Milan in the fourteenth century, imposed quarantine on homes in which the Black Death had broken out, saving many lives in his city during the epidemic’s first wave. Other rulers fled to their summer palaces as their subjects died, in a way not dissimilar to Donald Trump playing golf as the corona virus raged. “In a dark time, the eye begins to see,” wrote the American poet Theodore Roethke. It is no coincidence that widespread protests broke out in many countries as the virus spread. COVID-19 further catalyzed the uprising against a fractured world order.


This outpouring of grievances, this surge of resentment, is changing the world. Contrary to the picture often painted by the media, the protests against inter national trade or, on a different plane, against universal values, are far more than flare-ups of hatred and ignorance or passing phenomena. Protesting the increase in immigration in Western societies is not always hypernationalist, jingoistic propaganda. Globalization has bettered the human condition, but it has also decimated communities and ravaged eco systems, sowing the seeds of insurrection. The revolt erupted at the end of the age of responsibility.


AFTER WORLD WAR II, THE WORLD ENTERED AN ERA OF relative stability, guided by caution and a sense of duty. This was the age of responsibility. It was in a very profound sense molded by the horrifying personal experiences of both voters and the representatives they elected. Before them lay a devastated and burned world, a planet in a state of shock. They saw the horrifying consequences of racism, hypernationalist vengeance, economic decline, trade wars, and addiction to ideological extremism, and they rejected it all. For a brief time after the war ended, civilization was awash in optimism, like rain after a drought. President Franklin Roosevelt gave voice to these feelings as early as 1943, two years before the war ended: “We have faith that future generations will know that here, in the middle of the twentieth century, there came a time when men of good will found a way to unite, and produce, and fight to destroy the forces of ignorance, and intolerance, and slavery, and war.”1


The simple goal he articulated was achieved. The Soviets, Americans, Chinese, British, and French all agreed that it had been a just war, and grasped the significance of the horrors they had witnessed. But that’s as far as the consensus went. Roosevelt spoke of future generations, but his generation saw Hiroshima and Nagasaki, and were shortly afterward terrified by the first Soviet nuclear test in 1949. A new world had been born, but one that was faced with the prospect of its own extinction.


The trembling world’s greatest fear was that another world war was on the way, one that would be set off by the dangerous antagonisms of the Cold War. Optimism was soon overwhelmed by profound pessimism. If, immediately after the end of World War II, Americans thought that the Soviet Union would cooperate to achieve world peace, just a year later few Americans believed that the Soviets could be trusted, and 65 percent predicted another global conflagration within no more than a quarter century. At the same time, according to one survey, six out of every ten Americans wanted a stronger United Nations, or even a single world government.2


Anxieties and fears are sometimes advantageous, especially for rulers. One advantage is that they can compel caution. And caution begets responsibility.


The age of responsibility was virtually defined in 1947 by William A. Lydgate, the editor of the Gallup Poll, in a lengthy analysis. “Let’s-drop-a-few-atom-bombs-on-Moscow extremism doesn’t appeal to our people . . . The very fact that the situation appears so gloomy may, however, be a healthy sign. Instead of idealistically supposing, as many did after 1918, that the world was safe for democracy, the nation today soberly realizes that you have to work to keep peace.”3


Nostalgia is as deceptive as it is dangerous. The Cold War didn’t feel like the age of responsibility. The West shed its colonies in the developing world grudgingly and often violently. The world heard the drums of war in the Cuban missile crisis, in the tensions over Berlin, and in the Korean and Vietnam conflicts. The two superpowers sparred through a slew of proxy wars, in which people of the so-called Third World were sacrificed on the altar of preventing a nuclear war between the West and the East.


Yet it was nonetheless a responsible world, and recognition of that fact, even if in retrospect, is useful now. It is difficult to discern the good in the present, and even harder to follow the rapid trajectory of evil. After World War II, the world’s leaders lived in steady anxiety about a new and truly calamitous conflict. It was their anxiety that held them back, in most occasions, from walking down the road of militaristic adventurism. Even more significantly, public opinion limited them. In both Soviet propaganda and the pronouncements of American generals, peace was the highest value, or at least leaders wanted the public to believe that it was peace they were pursuing. Even the bellicose General Douglas Mac-Arthur spoke a lot about peace. “The soldier above all others prays for peace,” he said, and spoke of the need “to preserve in peace what we won in war.” He even said that honor should be sacrificed for the sake of peace.4 Was it ideologies that restrained or constrained leaders with the bonds of responsibility? Not really. It was a much more profound force—the personal and collective memory of the horrors of the war, and the moral lessons learned from them. “All wars start from stupidity,” President John F. Kennedy said during the Berlin crisis of 1961.5 During the Cuban missile crisis, when the military leadership presented Kennedy with a plan to stage a nuclear first strike that would destroy the entire Soviet bloc (the plan included dropping 170 atomic and hydrogen bombs on Moscow alone), Kennedy left the room, appalled. “And we call ourselves the human race,” he bitterly remarked to Secretary of State Dean Rusk on his way to the Oval Office.


The leaders of that world—Nikita Khrushchev and Kennedy, as well as Yugoslavia’s Josip Broz Tito, Konrad Adenauer in West Germany, Israel’s David Ben-Gurion, Britain’s Clement Attlee, Leonid Brezhnev of the Soviet Union, and France’s François Mitterrand—had lived through a great and destructive war, or even both world wars. They were not naive pacifists. Rather, they had pragmatic goals, which were consistent with their particular national interests—stability, international institutions, avoiding the next great war.


In the West, responsibility also took the form of a decline of extremist forces on both the right and the left and increasing support of democracy. Political scientists Roberto S. Foa and Yascha Mounk have shown that more than 70 percent of Americans born in the 1930s felt that it was “essential” for them to live in a democracy. Almost as many British subjects born in that decade—65 percent—felt the same way. Democracy was an essential value for those born in the 1940s and 1950s as well.6 The people who built the West shared a single, terrible formative experience—the awful destruction of war. These parents and grandparents of the current generation shared an ethos that cut across national borders. They exhibited an almost religious diligence and scrupulousness, and sanctified the present rather than harboring fantasies about the future. They demanded a more or less mainstream responsible politics, and that is what they got.


Slowly and painfully, the age of responsibility led to relative stability and peace. The two superpowers maintained an adversarial, competitive relationship that was fundamentally rational and responsible. They eschewed populism and focused on science and technology to win the Cold War and as the means for improving the material conditions of societies. Each in their separate spheres of influence, the superpowers idealized international cooperation within their blocs.


Indeed, following World War II, with the exception of a temporary spike in conflict following the fall of Communism, the number of interstate wars declined.7 The last time complete armored regiments fought battles was in the Second Gulf War in 2003. The number of fatalities in conflicts around the world is in steep decline, as is the number of people living on less than $2 a day. Child mortality is in decline. In 1950, less than half of the world’s inhabitants could read and write; today the figure is 86 percent.8 Between 2003 and 2013, the world’s median income per capita nearly doubled.9 None of this happened by chance. The scarred societies and apprehensive leaders of the postwar period planted a tree of stability. These are its fruits.


Two things about the age of responsibility need to be kept in mind. First, it was an exception in the turbulent and war-torn modern age. World War II struck extremism and populism speechless. The silence lasted for a moment in history, but it was during that period that most of this book’s readers were born. Then the memory of the war began to fade. Unlike the generation born in the 1930s, people born in the 1980s in Britain and the United States do not tend to believe that democracy is vital. Only 30 percent think it is.10 Their grandfathers may have made the ultimate sacrifice on the beaches of Normandy to defend democracy, but they themselves think that the term has lost its meaning.


The second thing you need to know about the age of responsibility is what you already sense: that it’s over.


THE AGE OF RESPONSIBILITY ENDED WHEN THE WORLD Trade Center towers came crashing down. We are living in the initial aftermath of 9/11. Al-Qaeda’s attacks on American soil were an act of war by fundamentalists against the universalist vision that the US represented. The terrorists sought a global war between Christianity and Islam, and in the process they unleashed demons previously kept in check, many of which had nothing to do with the two faiths. It was the start of a battle to determine the fate of the world, an engagement fought not between religions but between ideas. On one side are those who believe that the world is moving slowly toward political and cultural integration, and on the other are those for whom such a prospect is a nightmare, and who are willing to fight to ensure that it never happens. In the middle is the world’s, and especially the West’s, middle class, wavering uncertainly between the nation-state and globalization, between particular identity and universal values.


Today’s globalization is not sustainable; the relative peace of the post–World War II era is under threat, and the signs of instability are multiplying. The most serious of these is the climate crisis. The prosperity of the industrial age was paid for by abuse of the present and future natural world.


This book is a journey through the trenches of the revolt, both its visible contours and its dark corners. In northern Sri Lanka I saw the last elephant herds that have been pushed into patches of forest that are slowly being destroyed by indigent farmers who are themselves trying to cope with the consequences of international trade. Teenage Syrian refugees spoke to me about their future as we trod along a railroad track on their long trek from Greece to Germany. In Japan, which is facing an unprecedented demographic crisis, an elderly woman told me, in a deserted school, about her longing for the lost sounds of children playing. I saw the Greeks riot, protesting the severe recession there, and I was in London at the outbreak of the great financial crisis of 2008, the most severe since the Great Depression of the 1930s. I spoke with starry-eyed racists and nationalists about their hopes for the future.


It is a story that offers conversations with and observations of particular people coping with local problems at specific places and specific times, but much larger issues emerge from them. It tells of the advent of a global consciousness that crosses geographical and cultural borders, and the way in which globalization has changed moral sensibilities.


We are living in a time in which an era of relative peace has impelled a huge wave of refugees to flee their homes in centers of catastrophe in search of sanctuary in the West; in which a great economic crisis has passed but nevertheless continues to fracture the middle class and to threaten globalization and its institutions; in which cooperation between the world’s people and institutions and states is declining just as the world needs to address the greatest global crisis ever, that of the climate. Fundamentalism is flourishing in an era of rapidly declining poverty and increasing education, ever-improving health services and ever-growing incomes—but as people are producing fewer and fewer children, with all the implications that ensue. An international community founded on a liberal vision accepted by consensus is turning more to the extremes.


These tensions have spawned a crusade against the very idea of progress. Progress in the sense of Enlightenment values depends on trust in facts and reason, acceptance of science as essential to bettering the human condition, and an open society in which tradition has no absolute veto over critical thinking. The energy of the revolt against globalization is being harnessed by both old and new opponents of progress. Their ambition is not to address the grievances stemming from an unsustainable global system, but only to use them as a decoy. Populist-racist politicians, anti-science charlatans, Bakuninite anarchists, fundamentalists, virtual communities on social networks, totalitarian ideologues, neo-Luddites, and the votaries of conspiracy theories—they are all on the march.


The revolt and the politics it engenders can lead to a more just, and thus stronger, international system, one that will balance the local and the global, require more equality of opportunity, and facilitate the environmental cooperation that is crucial for our survival. But this optimistic scenario is neither obvious nor inevitable. If there is something we have learned in the last twenty years, it is that nothing is preordained, and that no progress is irreversible.


Progress affects to be muscular, but it is actually quite fragile. It is wholly dependent on the readiness of communities to fight for it, and on the determination of leaders to avoid folly. People around the globe are living through a radical moment. This book is an attempt to listen to them.










CHAPTER 1


An Attack on a Newspaper


I once had a hand in an attack on a Pakistani newspaper by more than two dozen armed men. I could hardly have anticipated it and certainly did not want it. I knew neither the attackers nor the victims; indeed, I had never visited the newspaper’s offices. Pakistan and Israel, where I live, do not have diplomatic relations. But in a globalized world, things a person does in one country can have dire, occasionally overwhelming consequences for people living far away. Sometimes it is more ominous than anything you expected.


I met Ammara Durrani, then a senior editor for Pakistan’s Jang Media Group and a writer for the country’s largest English-language newspaper, the News International, in 2004. We were members of a group of journalists who had come to the United States for a lengthy professional program funded by the State Department, at the invitation of one of the country’s best-known public radio stations, WBUR of Boston. The organizers from the station had what they thought was a brilliant idea. They’d bring together hostile tribes, Israelis and Palestinians, Indians and Pakistanis. The program focused on the media’s role in conflicts, a polite way of saying that journalists feed the fires of conflict and inflame public opinion, and perhaps it would be better if they didn’t. The Bush administration was interested in projects of this sort because, in the midst of its war on terror and the occupation of Iraq, it needed the fig leaf of promoting dialogue between hostile peoples as a demonstration of its commitment to resolving international conflicts by peaceful means. The organizers may have believed that Israelis and Palestinians might be able, thousands of miles from home, and in the presence of a parallel conflict on the Indian subcontinent, to find a common language. It was a vain hope. With foreigners in the room, they entrenched themselves in their traditional positions. So did the Pakistanis and Indians. Nevertheless, some exceptional and culture-crossing friendships emerged. Everyone got along with Ammara. She was the quintessential Oxfordian, speaking eloquently serious and polished English. All the Middle Easterners, whether Israeli or Palestinian, envied her.


Her passport, like all those issued by her country, specified that it was valid for travel to all countries except Israel. There is a long tradition of cold hostility between the Jewish state and the Islamic Republic of Pakistan. It dates back to the birth of both countries, within a year of each other, as Britain divested itself of its empire. Despite and in fact because of this, Durrani and I remained in contact by email after the American seminar. In 2005 she began work on an in-depth article on the unofficial relations between the two countries, and the possibility that these might be upgraded to full diplomatic recognition. She wrote to me that she’d be delighted to interview Prime Minister Ariel Sharon for the piece. My guess was that it would not be easy to get him to grant an interview. But if she wanted, I suggested, I could probably land her an interview with Vice Prime Minister Shimon Peres, whom I knew well. Durrani seized the opportunity. Peres, a former prime minister and Nobel laureate, was no less an international figure than Sharon—in fact, he was probably better known. But there was a problem. She told me that, because of the hostility between the two countries, she could not place a telephone call from Karachi to Jerusalem. In 2005, Skype and other such services were not available. I thus suggested that she send her questions by email. I would arrange an interview through Peres’s press spokesman. I would ask him her questions just as she wrote them, tape-record his answers, and then transcribe and send them to her.


Peres’s office was only too enthusiastic to have him interviewed by a prominent Pakistani newspaper, and Peres himself was always more than happy to broadcast his indefatigable political optimism. So it happened that, one day in mid-January 2005, I sat across the table from Peres in the Knesset’s cafeteria, and instead of chatting him up, as usual, about the possibility that he might seek to recapture the leadership of the Labor Party—a routine issue of the type I dealt with on a daily basis on my politics beat—I interviewed him for a Pakistani news paper, adding some questions of my own. I typed up his answers and sent them to a very pleased Ammara Durrani, who wrote them up for the News International.


Fourteen years later the two countries still had no official relations, but by this time Ammara Durrani and I could place video calls between Karachi and Tel Aviv and reminisce about that interview and its aftermath. Ammara told me that, at the time, she had not been entirely frank about her feelings.


“I was afraid,” she told me. “This was the first time that a top Israeli official had given a statement to a Pakistani media group. This was unprecedented. So I was terribly afraid and expected a negative impact, and a big one. What really gave me the confidence was support from my editors—it was an immediate ‘Yes, let’s do it.’ ” And they sure did. The interview appeared on the front page, following Durrani’s four-page article on the relationship between the two countries, citing officials in Israel, the US, and Pakistan.


The headline was “Peres: If Pakistan and India Can Do It, So Can Israel and Pakistan.” The subhead: “Says There Is No Shame in Peace; If Pakistan Wants to Be a Part of the ME Peace Process, It Cannot Do So with ‘Remote Control.’ ”


The piece led to neither peace nor diplomatic relations. A day after it appeared, in the dark of the night, a group of about thirty armed men on motorcycles arrived at the main offices of the Jang Media Group. They fired shots in the air, overwhelmed and beat the security guards, broke into the editorial offices, trashed the newsroom, and tried to set it on fire. Fortunately, no one was killed. They left shouting “Allahu Akbar!” It was clear to everyone in Pakistan that the attack was a direct response to the interview. A reaction not necessarily to what Peres had said but simply to the precedent that had been set, that a large and well-known Pakistani media outlet could publish an interview with a senior Israeli official calling for peace between the countries. The attack was reported by international news agencies, such as Reuters, largely because of this context. The Pakistani government condemned the attack, as did Reporters Without Borders. Closing the circle, the attack was also reported in Israel, where the interview that set off the incident took place. It was news creating news.


Let’s take a close look at what happened here.


Two journalists who had grown up on the far corners of a huge continent met in a class sponsored by the government of a country on a continent on the opposite side of the world, a superpower seeking to bolster its position by ongoing mediation of conflicts around the globe—at the same time that it itself occupied a large swath of the Middle East. The journalists’ countries were enemies, but the two of them could communicate freely, thanks to technology that collapses the huge distance and breaches the diplomatic and political barriers between them. Extremists responded to an interview signaling the possibility of peace and conciliation—with violence. The attack was reported all over the world, returning to Israel as a news item.


This entire incident, from beginning to end, took place over just a few days. It is a story of human connections, the viral nature of ideas, the technological challenge to hidebound politics, fundamentalism, media involvement. It’s also a story, of course, of capitalist interests, in this case the need for a newsworthy headline so as to sell newspapers. This latter factor is the prime generator of the whole sequence of events. The violent end of the story demonstrates how these supranational interactions pose an increasing threat to local power structures, traditions, and beliefs. Opponents do not, and will not, sit idly by. They are rebelling.


Just three years later it became clear that this doesn’t happen only in a country like Pakistan. It is happening everywhere, in different ways, and by different means. I saw that when, during a stay in London, the entire world slid into its most severe financial crisis since the Great Depression.


A WALKER IN LONDON FINDS HIMSELF OUTSIDE TIME AND gradually oblivious to his schedule. The eyes drink in the street, its intensity, the sediments of humanity laid down and mineralized there over centuries. Human diversity is so typical of London today and so much a part of British history that one might think that all these people accept it as a matter of course. Not true. Many people on the street feel a profound sense of alienation, of being strangers among themselves. It is a feeling that both disconcerts and stimulates the city. Nearly 40 percent of Londoners were born outside Britain, most of them outside the European Union. Three hundred languages are spoken in the metropolis. Alienation is at the root of its current identity.


I was a stranger among those mutual strangers. My wife and I needed a break from the steeplechases of our local Israeli careers. We wanted to experience life elsewhere, so we decided to pursue graduate degrees far from home. New York, London, Paris, Washington—the truth is that it didn’t really matter to us where we might land. We came from a distant province and, as far as we were concerned, each of those places was the center of the universe, wonderfully foreign and tantalizing for us.


My route to the university was a fixed one. I strode along the streets bordering Bloomsbury to Theobalds Road and then to my favorite spot. It was in a sort of alleyway, narrow and ancient-looking, heading off from the main thoroughfare. Reeking of fried food, the alley was adorned with an old pub and a few cheap cafés offering tasteless sandwiches. I imagined it teeming with rats bearing the Black Death and people emptying excrement into the street. The alley’s filthy walls and congestion exuded that. The modern city had transformed this little walkway, making it almost exotic. It bustled with human traffic, the hurried strides of suits in the morning rush hour.


At the end of the alley, past a small park, I reached the clutch of buildings that form the urban campus of the London School of Economics and Political Science (LSE), not far from Holborn station and the British Museum. It’s not Oxford or Cambridge—instead of green spaces and bike paths, there is the bustle of an ambitious city preoccupied with its own affairs.


It was September 2007, and the world was more or less coherent, even if deeply polarized between the ideology of the Bush administration and the international community. Those with sensitive ears could hear, as the bullet train of change shot forward, that the ties in the tracks laid by the previous era were groaning. But few yet had grasped the deep meaning of the terror attacks of September 11, 2001, and their after math. My fellow-students and I in the LSE program were slated to study global politics, comprising global governance, the challenges being faced by economic institutions like the World Bank, international trade, interest rate policy, post-imperialism, equality and the growing inter national income gap, and immigration policy. As I came from a small country in the Middle East, and most of my time was devoted to its turbulent politics, I was less expert than my classmates about matters like international trade policy or foreign direct investment. However, unlike the rest of them, I was a journalist. I had covered election campaigns, seeing prime ministers go ballistic when they were asked probing questions. I covered the second Lebanon war, running for cover when rockets rained onto northern Israel, and went to the Oval Office to cover official visits. That was the baggage I arrived with. In other words, like every reporter in distress, I could make up for insufficient knowledge with anecdotes—like the story of the Pakistani newspaper. But my baggage, like that of the other students, would soon prove itself to be of very limited relevance. Just a few months later, in the midst of our studies, globalization would face its worst crisis since the Great Depression, and international politics would begin to change and challenge the assumptions an entire world order was built upon.


This tectonic shift in international economics and politics was, of course, not included in our weighty textbooks or in the lectures we heard, which had been written and delivered before the crisis. Only the most radical approaches in the syllabus addressed, in some way, the earthshaking turn of events that swept away the complacence of the experts.


At the end of 2007, the Federal Reserve, the central bank of the United States, realized that a liquidity crisis was impending because of defaults on subprime housing mortgages, which led to a collapse in the speculative derivatives market based on those mortgages. The United States soon faced a large-scale financial crisis. At the beginning of 2008, the Bush administration tried to counter it with a stimulus package, but that didn’t work. Then, between the spring and autumn of that year, giant American firms like Bear Stearns and Lehman Brothers began to fail. These were the very same firms that my classmates had been hoping to get jobs at.


It was one of those instances in which our textbooks became obsolete as we read them, their theories proven invalid as soon as they were put to the test. As the crisis smashed models and refuted the pronouncements of pundits, we were forced to question much of what we thought was certain. Born in the 1980s or at the beginning of the 1990s, my classmates and I had grown up in a world of expanding interconnectedness, changing at an exponential pace. It had seemed obvious that the entire globe would become more integrated into a single economy and order, and that this would bring us and everyone else more prosperity. But then the false premise of globalization’s inevitability collapsed.


A Constant Revolution


During the last ten years, globalization has lost a great deal of its luster. The data itself points to the shrinking or stagnation of international trade, cross-border investment, and bank loans relative to world GDP, a phenomenon The Economist calls “slowbalisation.” The great economic crisis undoubtedly undermined globalization’s fundamental assumptions. Perhaps people simply tired of the optimistic prophecies of a globalized world that dangerously downplayed the dark side of the force.


But the fickle fashions of public discourse cannot change the stark truth that globalization is a constant revolution. I use the word “constant” to denote the aggressive way in which globalization is changing, in an ongoing and intensive way, how people have lived from time immemorial. It has created a climate in which human beings must cope with the world, materially and conceptually, as a single and integrated place. The minute such a matrix is in place, the circumstances of our lives change constantly and radically. It is a political perpetual motion machine fueled by the energy produced out of the ever-growing tension between the local and the global.


The ebb and flow of globalization shapes the international milieu, and will continue to do so for the foreseeable future. Globalization expresses a fundamental uncertainty that has permeated history from the imperial ages of China and Rome to the present day. Is the world melding into a single whole, or remaining a collection of separate communities?


As global challenges arise, globalization in its widest definition has become the central issue of our time. History did not end with the unchallenged reign of liberal democracy, as predicted by Francis Fukuyama in The End of History and the Last Man; nor did it deteriorate into a permanent clash of civilizations, as Samuel P. Huntington had it in his book of that name. But we are now locked in fierce battle over a more ancient question: To what extent are human beings destined to ultimately live in a consolidated world, a cosmos in which basic values are held in common and local communities fuse to a supranational economy? That is the real question, and always has been. Both globalization and resistance to it are responses to the question. Fittingly, a growing number of today’s leaders, from Recep Tayyip Erdoğan of Turkey through Emmanuel Macron of France and Donald Trump of the United States, have based critical parts of their policies on their hostility toward or sympathy for globalization and values attributed to it.


For mainstream economists, globalization holds the promise of ending poverty; for French farmers it is a malignant infection that threatens to destroy communities and even livelihoods. Neither flu epidemics nor the competitive market for smartphones in Asia can be understood without understanding how globalization functions. It has become so pervasive that it is either everything or nothing, just a meaningless cliché. But it is fundamentally clear as a concept—it refers to an ever-tightening network of interrelations between everything and everyone.


The result is increasing integration, the inevitable result of international commerce that requires and creates flows of capital, labor, knowledge, culture, and technology among industrialized nations. Human beings are now virtual walking atlases, adorned as they are with clothing and accessories that bear the imprint of countries all over the globe.


Think of the hutch, that item of furniture that some associate with their grandparents. It displayed, behind thick glass doors, the family’s most precious objects, including, often, chinaware, some of which might have actually come from China. Perhaps there was a painted lion figurine from Iran. A pair of silver candlesticks that may have been fashioned in England or Germany. People often liked to own items made far away. The better-off they were, the more such objects they had. Long-distance transport and trade was always risky, whether the goods traveled by land or by sea. For that reason, the cost of items from distant places took that risk into account, meaning that prices were high. Such goods, from tea leaves to fabrics to porcelain to certain spices, often from the Far East, were termed “exotic” and thus especially valued. An exotic item was also an emblem of the tenuous ties between cultures. Today could hardly be more different. The family hutch has been dismantled and abandoned. If we had such an item today, it would be more appropriate, in the global North, to use it to display knickknacks produced locally, which today are usually more expensive than imports. Relations between distant places are no longer tenuous—they are broad, deep, and intensive.


Each of us wears or uses products consisting of components and designs coming from dozens of countries on different continents, from eyeglass lenses to jewelry to pacemakers. We bear on our bodies the dramas and opportunities of places distant from us and people we will never know.


Emancipating Revolution


Globalization is not only self-perpetuating—it also offers opportunities that make it emancipatory. The paramount advance of our lifetime is that, since 1990, more than a billion people have emerged from abject poverty.1 Never before have so many moved so rapidly from constantly battling for their very survival to a life of opportunities, as modest as those might be. In 2000 the UN set itself a “millennium development goal” of reducing extreme poverty, defined by the World Bank as those living on less than $1.25 a day, by half. This was to be achieved by 2015; in fact, it happened five years ahead of schedule. Most of those who have escaped desperate poverty live in India and China, but other countries have benefited as well—Vietnam, Ethiopia, Rwanda, and Bangladesh are all prime examples. Extreme poverty is generally measured by daily income or consumption per capita, but other indicators illustrate the improvement in material existence around the world—the plummeting infant mortality rate, the rise in life expectancy, and the leap in literacy. Every place that has enjoyed economic growth and rising incomes also exhibits the dramatic influence of technological progress, followed by participation in international commerce.2 Such indicators, seen in a broad historical context, show without much ambiguity a direct continuation of the improvement in the human condition that began with the Industrial Revolution and the global interrelationships that followed in its wake.


Up until about two centuries ago, life expectancy at birth stood, throughout the world, at about thirty to forty years.3 In mid-nineteenth-century Great Britain, children who made it to the age of five could expect to die in their early fifties.4 People survived on the equivalent of about $400 a year or less, in today’s dollars. The population at large was illiterate, unwell, and indigent. Many people lived in slavery of one sort or another—not just nonwhite slaves, whose servitude was a product of racism, but also European and Asian peasants, serfs, and indentured workers who were, in one sense or another, the property of aristocrats and capitalists.


Those who were legally free, to the extent it was possible in a world devoid of democracy and equal rights for women, were slaves to unremitting poverty. Economists estimate that at least 84 percent of the public in previous centuries lived in grinding destitution of the type in which every ounce of a person’s effort is, on a daily basis, devoted to survival,5 creating appalling inefficiencies in exploitation of resources. Imagine a serf who could earn money by cutting and selling firewood, except that he lacks an ax. And even if he had an ax, he would lack a wagon to transport the wood to market.


The most agonizing experience in the life of average people was helplessly watching their children die. At the beginning of the nineteenth century, some 40 percent of a family’s progeny died before the age of five. In most places, high death rates for babies and children continued into the 1920s and 1930s.6 The human condition, for most of humankind, most of the time, was wretched—nearly intolerable, sometimes to the point of insensibility.


The fierce faith in an unchanging, cyclical world, and a hierarchy that sanctified what were believed to be everlasting beliefs and values, dictated distorted and distorting ideas. For most of history, poverty was seen as a natural and necessary part of human society, and elites sought to justify it. Martin Ravallion of Georgetown University has collected some of these views and analyzed how the world came to recognize a need to reduce poverty.7 A British writer declared in 1771 that “everyone but an idiot knows that the lower classes must be kept poor or they will never be industrious,”8 while an eighteenth-century economist declared that “to make the Society happy and people easy under the meanest circumstances, it is requisite that great numbers of them should be ignorant as well as poor.”9 For these people, poverty seemed a necessity and a natural characteristic of a healthy society because, as Philippe Hecquet put it, “The poor . . . are like the shadows in a painting: they provide the necessary contrast.”10


The human condition did not improve because of some cosmic event or gift of the gods. Ideas brought about the change—the ideas at the foundation of the scientific revolution and the Enlightenment. The deliverance of humanity from the horrifying misery of previous generations was engendered by free thinking, liberation from superstition, the shattering of the Catholic Church’s monopoly on knowledge, and a recognition of the need to respect individual autonomy. Beginning in the fifteenth century, political competition in Europe created incentives for advancements in technology, military science, and other fields, which in turn led to the need for new economic arrangements. Enlightenment values provided a foundation for building social institutions and protecting private property, facilitating these reforms and simultaneously being promoted by them. “Enlightenment is man’s emergence from his self-imposed immaturity,” wrote Immanuel Kant. “Immaturity is the inability to use one’s under standing without guidance from another. This immaturity is self-imposed when its cause lies not in lack of understanding, but in lack of resolve and courage to use it without guidance from another. Sapere Aude! ‘Have courage to use your own understanding!’—that is the motto of enlightenment.”11 The values of the Enlightenment were the armor that protected the achievements of the scientific revolution and, in doing so, made the Industrial Revolution possible. In turn, industry and capitalism required globalization in order to survive, distributing its products around the world.


Horribly Efficient


Imagine the owner of a textile mill in Manchester, England, in the nineteenth century. The revolutionary adoption of the spinning jenny, invented in 1764, and the power loom, invented twenty years later, made it possible to produce fabric more quickly and in much larger quantities than the local market demanded. Innovations in transport and communications technologies enabled the mill owner to turn this increased productivity into profit. Considering his hefty investment, and local markets already flooded by competitors’ products, the owner needed to raise revenues as quickly as possible, so he sought to market his merchandise wherever he could, from London to Asia. Furthermore, constant technological advances required him to preserve his competitiveness and expand by buying new machines and keeping up to date, which often meant that he had to raise capital from creditors. At this stage, if our mill owner can’t find those new markets, he will go broke.


Here come the politicians to the rescue. If Britain has to force its colonies to buy its own products rather than local ones, or to send its navy to force other nations to open their markets to these new tycoons, so be it. Marx and Engels got it right in 1848: “The need of a constantly expanding market for its products chases the bourgeoisie over the entire surface of the globe. It must nestle everywhere, settle everywhere, establish connections everywhere.”12


Not long after The Communist Manifesto was written, Britain was already producing half the world’s cotton cloth—even though it grew no cotton.13 It did so not because of the political power held by the bourgeoisie or the violence employed by capitalists to defend their control of the means of production. It was simply a matter of the efficiency of the Industrial Revolution, which made it possible to produce products more cheaply and ship them vast distances, and the huge temptation of the prosperity that this brought.


Globalization does not ask—it commands, and its command is efficiency. This efficiency is judged only through the lens of business, focused on revenue. Local concerns are relevant only to the extent that they serve or interfere with profit-making. Therefore, by its very nature, globalization creates phenomena like today’s Indonesian textile sweatshops, or the dumping of massive amounts of toxic waste in the countries of the global South. When operating with no moral codes or meaningful regulation, it is blind, no more than a simple engine of supply and demand fueled by efficiency.


It is a sweeping and powerful process. The conversation about it has revolved around predictions of technology-based and irreversible globalization, or global prophecies of wrath. The reality is more complex, with both light and dark sides. One positive result of the Industrial Revolution and the way it went global was the emergence of stronger social institutions, first and foremost education.


As the Industrial Revolution gained pace, it required a workforce with at least a basic education, so that factories could be staffed.14 Schools, whether publicly funded or so-called factory schools for adolescent workers, supplied two essential services for capitalists: workers acquired basic technical experience and literacy, both needed in a society that required the use of bills of exchange, the writing of letters, the reading of notices, and apprenticeships. A second service was behavioral: workers employed in a large factory, as opposed to a farm or family cottage industry as in the past, needed to learn how to obey orders and be punctual, and to understand communal responsibility. Education for the masses was a capitalist need.


In time, however, public education detached itself from the instrumental circumstances of its birth and became a value in its own right, one linked to equality. During the nineteenth century alone, throughout the world, the percentage of people aged fifteen and above with a basic education almost doubled, from 17 to 33 percent. By the middle of the twentieth century it reached 50 percent, and by the year 2000 it was at 80 percent.15


This leap was a historical result of the need of the moneyed class for human capital. But, in parallel with its exploitative character, public education empowered entire publics that had previously been suppressed and gave them tools for improving their lives on the personal and political levels, in part by demolishing class structures and re inforcing democracy and the rights of workers.16


The Inequality Revolution


Globalization is a constant, emancipating, and terrifyingly efficient revolution. It’s not a village in which members of different nations and races sit in a circle and sing “Kumbaya.” The “flat world” is a mirage obscuring bumps and twists that globalization requires for it to sustain itself. Indeed, the worst-case scenario for the current model of globalization is that the world might become a communal egalitarian village. The global economy is fueled by inequality. International production and commerce require differentials and arbitrage gaps in the cost of labor, purchasing power, the prices of commodities and raw materials, and currency rates.


Entrepreneurs have taken advantage of these disparities to build profitable companies in an export-import global economy, a process that accelerated after the fall of the Berlin Wall. Simultaneously, approximately 128,000 people escaped poverty, every day, in the twenty-five years that followed.17 Inequality and the attempt to capitalize it on a global level have been essential drivers of the improvement of incomes and standards of living.


The end point is of critical importance. Today’s version of globalization is wholly without precedent. There was always international commerce moving goods across the globe, at changing intensities. But in contrast with the present, in the past it did not raise the global standard of living and certainly did not reduce penury. The exploited and the oppressed were players in a zero-sum game in which they always lost. The world was in any case caught in the Malthusian trap—slow technological advancements and increased food production led to population growth, requiring resources to be distributed over a larger population, until eventually the standard of living returned to its initial dire condition.


In the eighteenth century, the Enlightenment philosopher Voltaire defended luxury and attacked the hypocrisy of critics who, he charged, pontificated against consumer culture while enjoying the good things in life, including a cup of coffee. “Does it not have to be ravished by human industry from the fields of Arabia?” Voltaire said of the beverage. “The porcelain and the fragile beauty of this enamel coated in China, was made for you by a thousand hands, baked and re-baked, and painted and decorated. This fine silver, chased and fluted, whether flat or made into vessels or saucers, was torn from the deep earth, in Potosa, from the heart of the new world. The whole universe has worked for you, so that in your complacent rage with pious acrimony, you can insult the whole world, exhausted to give you pleasure.”18


Voltaire provides an early version of the trickle-down economics argument. Luxury, or what we would call consumerism, unites the world because it provides employment, which leads to trade and industry. It was certainly a false claim when he made it. The economic historian Gregory Clark puts it succinctly: “The average person in the world of 1800 was no better off than the average person of 100,000 BC. Indeed, in 1800 the bulk of the world population was poorer than their remote ancestors.”19


It was not the universe that labored for the sake of the hedonists of eighteenth-century Paris, as Voltaire argued. It was human beings who were racially enslaved, and sometimes worked to death, without any chance of improving their material welfare. Those who enjoyed the luxury products coming from foreign shores were a thin stratum of aristocrats and wealthy bourgeoisie, like Voltaire himself. Not only were the masses left in poverty, but the economy did not prosper, either—the average growth rate of output per capita in Western Europe was 0.14 percent in the years 1500–1820.20


The Industrial Revolution, followed by contemporary globalization, changed all this profoundly. The industrialized, massive, and liberal nature of these phenomena sharply redirected human history, for the first time creating opportunities for most human beings. Globalization is both an enabler of exploitation and a proven remedy for global poverty.


The process is so forceful that we tend to forget that it is not a natural phenomenon, not a march of progress or a global village. It is a political-economic creation that forces all of us, for better or worse, to be part of the same story. Sometimes the story writes itself in London, or in Karachi. More and more, though, it is happening in Beijing.










CHAPTER 2


Showering Twice a Month


Michael Wong comes from the first generation that grew up in China’s globalized economy. He and I have been friends for years, and from time to time we speak, he from blaring Shanghai, his home city, and I from sweltering Tel Aviv. Both of us were born in 1979, exactly on the cusp between the analog and digital ages. For China, it was a time of unprecedented reforms. When Michael was born, the country’s gross domestic product (GDP) per capita (in current US dollars) was less than $200. Israel’s was thirty times that. Since then the gap has closed dramatically. Michael, hardworking and serious, always with a ready smile, is an expert on both Western and Chinese hip-hop and performs it himself. I like the mathematical precision with which he decodes such cultural phenomena. He’s effortlessly cool.


A few years ago we met with a group of friends on a wintry California night, not far from San Francisco. The chat took us back to our childhoods. The best day of the week for me, I told him, had been the day of my after-school computer class. I had no interest in programming, but we didn’t have a computer at home at first, and at the end of the class they gave us a few minutes to play those grainy 1980s computer games like Montezuma’s Revenge.


Michael’s best day of the week was entirely different—it was the day he and his parents could afford to shower at a public bathhouse.


Michael grew up with parents who were first-generation residents of Shanghai. During the Cultural Revolution, his parents’ high schools were shut down and many members of their families were sent to work on farms, cogs in the Maoist program to restructure Chinese society. Because of the upheaval, his father “self-learned high school,” as Michael put it. Only afterward, when the country’s universities were reopened, did he begin to study mechanical engineering; later, he taught himself programming.


“When I was in kindergarten and primary school, life was really a struggle,” he said.


“It was very tough. We lived with our grandparents and cousins, all in the same apartment. I slept in a tiny room with no windows, and didn’t even have a table or bed. My dad had to use some wood to make a bed for me. We needed food coupons, since food was limited, so we usually didn’t eat any meat, mostly rice and vegetables. On holidays and special occasions, when we sat at a big festive table, only the children and the grandparents would have meat. All the parents at the table left the meat for the children—each of us was an only child.”


His family had no refrigerator; they used the cool water of a small well in the yard to chill their food, “and we ate well-salted food, because it kept better in the summer months.” He grew up in an apartment building without showers; the toilets were in an outhouse in the back. They washed themselves from a metal pail. “There was a tiny small space under the stairs and people put a curtain on it and you just used your own water to shower yourself. Then, once a month or every couple of weeks, we went to the public showers with our parents. There you could actually thoroughly clean yourself. You could not go there often—it cost money.”


Living this way was not at all unusual in China, or Asia in general, at the beginning of the 1980s. Michael’s family was not poor in Chinese terms—the rural poor were much worse off.


Then, at the end of the 1980s, conditions began improving in ways that few could have imagined. “First, stores were no longer always out of what you needed,” Michael recalled. “Suddenly there were goods to buy. Second, there were private markets. You could actually buy and sell on your own. Starting then, there were a lot of people who started to do business on their own, and we began to have a free market.” In short, “life was getting better and better. It changed every year.”


His father and mother worked at factories that manufactured electronic equipment, and they assembled their own black-and-white television from parts they picked up at different places. Michael won an important math competition for Shanghai schoolchildren, which set him on the road to success.


He told me that, at the beginning of the 1990s, he began downloading files via BBS, an early technology that linked computers via a dial-up connection, a kind of preliminary version of the internet. A funny thing happened to the conversation at this juncture: our experiences suddenly converged and we have a shared childhood memory. My life was nothing like Michael’s up to this point. I grew up in an Israeli middle-class family that could afford overseas trips from time to time. We even had two cars. While we lived in incredibly different circumstances, the newly emerging internet was something we had in common, and it started to make our worlds a bit more alike. Both of us, the same age, were sharing files and communicating with dial-up connection, classic children of the 1980s, the first generation to grow up with the internet as an integral part of our lives.


Michael’s story is not just about open markets and their effects. As a child, he benefited from government investment in a school system that identified his talent. Traditional Chinese values, which made education a top priority for families, and his parents, who were exceptionally technically adept, also played a role. But he is the first to admit that he was very lucky. Today, Michael, a kid from Shanghai whose parents saved up money to shower every few weeks at a public bathhouse, is an entrepreneur, one of the founders of a company whose shares are traded on the New York Stock Exchange. There is a good chance that many readers of this book use the application that his company developed. “My generation feels so grateful,” he said. “It is a treasure for me because nothing is to be taken for granted. Those crises in our childhood actually make us more appreciative of many things. We are grateful to our parents, to progress, to the government, because we ourselves experienced the change.”


The change was brought about by Deng Xiaoping and his allies. China embarked on major reforms in 1978, under the leadership of a resolute Deng. He permitted limited trade in private markets and created special economic zones to foster manufacturing and export. Private enterprise quickly transformed everyday life in China. At the same time, foreign investors flocked there to take advantage of its low labor costs. The country’s economy began to grow almost immediately, at an average rate of 10 percent annually, in some years reaching 15 percent. In 1980 China’s GDP per capita stood at $195. As of 2018 it had reached $9,770.1 Between 1980 and 1990 the number of Chinese living in extreme poverty went down by 167 million.2 By 2013, more than 850 million had escaped that deadly trap.3 Globalization is accelerating interdependent relations, and its significance in the Chinese case was lightning-fast change. These were not economic policies packaged as cumbersome development plans that require decades to show results—they brought about practical improvements in all areas of life in a very short time. In 1990, two out of every ten Chinese citizens—hundreds of millions of people—were illiterate. Two decades later, 95 percent could read and write. At the beginning of the 1990s, only 68 percent of the women could do so; by 2010 there was virtually no gender gap.4 Between 1990 and 2017 the infant and child mortality rate, up to the age of five, plummeted by 83 percent.5 By every possible criterion, life in China improved in a profound way. In fact, it happened all over Asia, at varying rates, except for in North Korea, the world’s last Stalinist dictatorship.


Industrialization is key. There is no correlation more fateful to humans than that between industrialization and rising standards of living. The Chinese were late arrivals to the Industrial Revolution. The train came into the station in the nineteenth century, but they boarded only in the twentieth. Yet that is only the blink of an eye in human history. Seven out of every ten Chinese worked in agriculture or related fields in 1978. By 2018, the situation had reversed—seven to eight out of every ten Chinese now work in nonagricultural fields, in trade, industry, and services. I sometimes ask audiences at my lectures to name the most important leader of the twentieth century. The usual replies are Churchill, Hitler, and Stalin. Perhaps look further east, I suggest. Stalin thought he was building a Soviet superpower that would last forever and become the future of mankind. Churchill hoped to save the British Empire, and Hitler dreamed of a thousand-year Reich. All three of them failed, although Churchill saved Western civilization in the process. Only one twentieth-century leader inherited a backward and poor country and gave back a superpower-in-waiting—Deng Xiaoping. He was able to do so because, in his case only, globalization was his close ally.


Becoming Avatars


Michael and many others like him illustrate the rapid pace of global change. Not vague hopes that our children will live better lives than we did, but the potential for an immediate change in the way we live our lives. Millions moved directly from life without running water to work in export-oriented companies or software and application development.


In and of itself, trade between nations and cultures is nothing new. In Rome, Pliny the Elder protested the global nature of the market for luxuries in his time. “We have come to see . . . journeys made to Seres [China] to obtain cloth, the abysses of the Red Sea explored for pearls, and the depths of the earth scoured for emeralds,” he wrote. “At the lowest computation, India and Seres and the [Arabian] Peninsula together drain our empire of one hundred million sesterces every year. That is the price that our luxuries and our womankind cost us.”6 That was written more than two thousand years ago, and may be the first (male chauvinist) screed against a trade deficit—that is, when a country pays more for imports than it receives from exports. Pliny confined himself to luxury items enjoyed by the empire’s tiny upper crust. But for most of the world’s inhabitants, such goods did not become affordable until about two hundred years ago. Those people did not buy vanilla beans or silk cloth. Most of their time was spent obtaining food for today and tomorrow.


Reciprocal global trade was confined. It took place between tiny aristocratic and wealthy classes. There was little commerce that truly crossed huge territories. The global nature of the Silk Road was a myth that began to spread during the nineteenth century. It depicted an ancient world of abundance and variety, open and functioning commerce, inter continental transport and intercultural dialogue. Today we know that the picture of a heavily traveled Silk Road, packed with caravans crisscrossing Asia, each with trains of camels laden with silk to be sold in exchange for Roman coins, is an exaggerated romantic illusion. Goods moved at no more than ten to thirteen miles a day, largely between rural and agricultural centers that provided for their own needs through local trade. It was carried out by what Valerie Hansen, in her book The Silk Road: A New History, terms “peddlers.”7


The broadening of such trade in today’s world is manifested in the fact that most of the goods in the home of a person in an industrialized country were not produced close by. Indeed, what do “close” and “far” even mean in a world in which goods can be transported by air from one hemisphere to the other in a day, and money and information by optical fiber in less than a second?


In 1881, the Royal Geographical Society of Britain published a large map of a kind that would never again appear. It was painted green, yellow, orange, and blue, the colors indicating travel times from London. In the days of travel by horse-drawn carriage and boat, such a map was essential for planning long and arduous journeys. All of Europe appeared in dark green on the map, meaning that a traveler from London could expect to arrive at his destination within ten days. In the United States, the Eastern Seaboard was yellow, meaning twenty days of travel from the British capital—which was the time it took for a relatively fast boat to cross the Atlantic. Really distant destinations—East Asia, for example—appeared in brown, as they required a trip of at least six weeks.


This disconnected world that took so long to traverse, in which the news that a war had ended depended on wind speed, wave heights, and the size and strength of sails, has been replaced by the instant world, in which information and merchandise move at enormous speeds, and in which deals are closed and implemented immediately. Even more im portant, change is accelerating. After the invention of the telephone, it took fifty years for half of Americans to have one in their homes. Thirty-eight years passed from the moment the radio was invented until it had an audience of 50 million listeners in the United States. It took thirteen years for television to achieve the same number.8 Facebook, in contrast, had 6 million users in its very first year, and that increased a hundredfold within five years.9


These developments are a product not only of trade and technology but also—perhaps largely—of the relative political stability achieved in 1945, solidified after the fall of the Berlin Wall. The surge in the flow of information, capital, and goods was enabled thanks to the cautious and meticulous decision makers and voters of the age of responsibility. International tariff and taxation standards were established, transport costs declined, and investors in international markets felt more secure. Just as economies do not prosper without strong institutions, so globalization cannot expand without an international order that proceeds with moderation.


IT IS A LESSON THE WORLD HAS LEARNED THE HARD WAY. The belief that technology, science, and profit would power an irresistible march of progress was widespread among political elites during the first decade of the twentieth century. It shattered on the shoals of World War I. That early version of globalization, lasting from the end of the Franco-Prussian War in 1871 to the roar of the guns of August 1914, is often referred to as the Belle Époque, the beautiful age. It was a time of incredible human flourishing. The world experienced one of the largest waves of peacetime human migration, much of it with North America as its destination. Italians, Irish, Jews, Dutch, Germans, Czechs, Englishmen, Scots, Poles, and many others left the old world in search of a new future. They frequently found it. Scientific discoveries and technologies appeared one on the heels of another. Marie and Pierre Curie investigated the secrets of radioactivity; Louis Pasteur and Robert Koch uncovered the way bacteria cause fermentation and disease. Henry Ford pioneered the mass production of automobiles; Alexander Graham Bell designed the first useful telephone, Thomas Edison the first incandescent lightbulb. The Lumière brothers held the first public screening of motion pictures. Any one of these advances alone would have changed the way people lived in major ways; coming together, over the space of just a few decades, they transformed the world.


The Belle Époque was also an age of cultural efflorescence, producing, among other things, some of the art most loved to this day—the work of the impressionists, post-impressionists, cubists, and expressionists. It was the great era of literary realism and plumbing of the human psyche by innovative modernist writers such as Thomas Mann and Marcel Proust. But one data point supports the claim that the globalization of today is merely a replay (with more advanced technology) of that previous era—international trade as a percentage of leading countries’ GDP and of the world’s GDP. International trade accounted for 44 percent of British GDP in 1913, a level that would not be reached again until sixty years later.10 The value of exported goods as a share of world GDP stood at 14 percent on the eve of World War I and would not reach that level again until the 1980s.11


The Great War smashed it all to pieces. “The lamps are going out all over Europe, we shall not see them lit again in our life-time,” said British foreign secretary Edward Grey on the eve of that bloody conflict. The gory trenches of 1914–1918 were followed by the turbulent 1920s and 1930s, culminating in another world war. That was followed by the world of the Western and Soviet blocs, a world of walls, tariffs, and barbed wire.


A Japanese friend once told me that the Cold War did for the world what snow does for the cherry trees in Japan. The colder the weather in the winter, the more vivid the spring blossoms. The infrastructure laid down in the age of responsibility proved itself when the cold passed. The fall of the Berlin Wall and the Eastern bloc led to a revival of international trade of exceptional scope. The new globalization broke all the records of the Belle Époque.


Something else happened. It was not just an acceleration and expansion of interdependent relations between countries; these relations also became deep and profound for individuals. The livelihood of an industrial laborer in Indonesia now depends on the supply and demand on American websites. This laborer uses a cell phone manufactured in China based on American patents, and whether he remains employed or gets fired is affected by the interest rates set by the Federal Reserve in the United States. A German citizen can reside in Berlin at the same time that the center of his life is on another continent. His business, friends, and hobbies do not have to be in the city where his bed is. He reads professional journals written on a third continent, on his tablet, via the internet. He makes his purchases on international websites, invests his savings in companies headquartered elsewhere, and might choose to adopt the values, spirituality, exercise routine, and diet of a foreign culture (or more than one) from another continent.


This choice, to live as a global avatar of one’s physical presence, is becoming more common. It is a possibility that raises questions and dilemmas humans have never yet faced. Globalization has penetrated deep into our veins, our blood, into the genetic tests we do before bringing children into the world, and in the way we bring them up.


Global Consciousness


An ongoing survey conducted for the BBC on a periodic basis over many years asked people whether they identify with the statement “I see myself more as a global citizen than as a citizen of my country.” It showed that, in 2016, the concept of global citizen reached its zenith—for the first time, half of the citizens of the countries included in the survey viewed themselves as citizens of the world.12 Similar findings can be found in an American study of 2017, in which about half the respondents said they felt a commitment to the values of a “global human community.” There was no significant difference among different demographic groups.13 A person who says that he feels more a citizen of the world than a citizen of his country feels, or wants to feel, that his life is not entirely nailed down to anything local. It is a feeling that “There’s the whole world at your feet,” to quote Bert from the film Mary Poppins, and that it shouldn’t be only “the birds, the stars, and the chimney sweeps” who enjoy it.


For nearly all of human history, the opposite was true. Far-off experiences or events, no matter how potent or momentous, had very little material impact on the lives of most people. A good illustration of this is the Great Fire of London. London in 1666 was already the capital of a growing maritime empire, with vast lands beyond the seas. The September fire destroyed a large part of the enormous and important capital of this expanding realm. Three-quarters of the original medieval city burned down—more than 13,000 houses, 87 churches, and much more. The fire had cultural, architectural, literary, social, and even religious impact. But who knew about it? Who heard that it happened?


Of course, Londoners did. Almost certainly people throughout England did, and probably many people throughout Great Britain. Following a parliamentary inquiry, the English latched on to a scapegoat, accusing the “Popish faction”—that is, Catholics—of setting the fire. The advocates of religious intolerance and xenophobia used it as an excuse to persecute foreigners and Catholics for a time. Only in 1830 was the inscription blaming the Catholics for the fire expunged from the monument to the tragedy in London.


For most of humanity, and most Europeans, the fire never happened, for all intents and purposes. They did not hear of it; nor did they have any interest in knowing about it or any particular incentive to take an interest. The world they lived in was extremely local. As always, rumors and narratives spread and were disseminated in social situations—in the church sermon on Sunday or at the local pub. But these were glints of knowledge, hints of a larger world beyond the village. A person defined himself in relation to his community or the district in which he was born. Clergymen, the aristocracy, and a small class of wealthy merchants were part of a global elite that possessed knowledge, leisure time, and money, all of which allowed them to know more about the world. An under standing of the world—what it was, and what was happening in it—was limited to small and privileged classes.


It is easy enough to imagine a scenario in which the Great Fire of London impinges on the average Englishman. The forest near his home is cut down to provide the wood needed for reconstruction of the capital. Cutting down the forest affected the plebian Englishman in many ways, but he played no role in the drama. He was a small and mute pawn on an arbitrary chessboard. Workers hired by the local lord come to cut down the forest, and he can only watch. Bits and scraps of information about reasons for the cutting might reach him—perhaps he would hear about a fire in a distant place. But more likely he did not. Even if he did, would being in possession of that information make any difference in his life? The only place he could influence decisions and control his life was in his own home, a structure that was sometimes not even his own property.


Compare that to the reach of a modern catastrophe—the collapse of the twin towers in al-Qaeda’s attack on the United States on September 11, 2001. More than two billion people saw the second tower crumble.14 More than half of humanity, by conservative estimate, were exposed to the crash of airplanes into the towers, which destroyed the World Trade Center and killed 2,606 people in the towers and immediate area. The attack was an event of huge importance, with broad geopolitical implications. Yet what happened in Manhattan was less consequential than what happened in Auschwitz, or in Hiroshima and Nagasaki at the end of World War II.


But it was filmed and aired live. That’s the point. The fall of the towers was an ultimate image that crossed national borders and entered the international public consciousness. A large part of the human species took part in the trauma by watching it, although people in Pakistan and America construed the image in disparate ways. People drew opposite inferences from it and felt entirely different feelings about it. But they all knew about it, and the image was everywhere, leading to thousands and then millions of individual decisions around the world.


When the interrelations between places and people are as dense and intensive as they are today, events in distant places can have a powerful local impact. Individuals therefore have an incentive to create a common foundation of ideas, facts, and images. Yet what stands out is not that people know more about what affects their lives—after all, such knowledge is in their self-interest. It is that they know so much about what ostensibly has no immediate bearing on their lives. About 2.5 billion people watched Princess Diana’s funeral in 1997. The opening of the World Cup games of 2018 was watched by 3.5 billion. A billion human beings listened to or watched the rescue of the miners who were caught when the tunnels they worked in collapsed in Chile in 2010. Any person who does not live in abject poverty, who is not struggling for subsistence, can now form a global outlook. A privilege enjoyed a few centuries ago by the likes of a Benedictine monk bent over books in his isolated priory is now available to almost all.


Knowing how to read and write, having access to running water, electricity, and the internet, are binary states. Either one has them or one does not. Having them changes the human condition and enables a broad view to those who seek it. The continually connected world creates a common consciousness. A child can talk with another child about an online video game; adults remember exactly where they were when the World Trade Center collapsed. Two strangers can snigger cynically about a clownish political leader they know by sight and by reputation. As interrelationships grow stronger, people share more ways of thinking. Each piece of additional knowledge, each image or paradigm, augments their shared view of the world. People need not love or accept pornography, fast food, Hollywood entertainment, the power of the dollar, fear of terror, smartphones, religious fundamentalism, or the empowerment of women, but all these constitute a growing part of a common human consciousness. This expanding consciousness nurtures both common aspirations and common fears, which influence and disrupt social conventions everywhere, from consumer demand to domestic politics. And technology is an enabler and an accelerator of this process.


A good example is a study of education and computer literacy, the “Hole in the Wall” experiment conducted by Sugata Mitra of Newcastle, England. It was the inspiration for Vikas Swarup’s novel Q & A and its film adaptation, Slumdog Millionaire. In 1999, Mitra placed a computer monitor in a sealed wall in a slum neighborhood in New Delhi. Next to it was a mouse that could be used to surf the internet. As the name implies, it was simply a hole in the wall to which a computer had been bolted. It was not guarded and there were no responsible adults overseeing it. Mitra used a hidden camera to record the reactions of children, many of whom were thus exposed for the first time to surfing the internet. The camera recorded how the children taught themselves, in groups, how to use the computer without any formal instruction, how to access websites and to download software, games, and music. He expanded the experiment to other cities, always in poor neighborhoods, including remote places where there was no internet. In such places he placed a library of disks with games and educational software—all in English, a language none of the children spoke. When he revisited one of these places, he heard this from the children: “We need a better processor and mouse.” They also said, “You’ve given us machines that work only in English, so we learned English.”


Mitra’s research showed how access to the internet, without any adult oversight, enables groups of children to gain abilities, education, and knowledge that they would have had no access to without the computer in their neighborhood. This included basic knowledge of how to operate a computer but also how to search for information, gain facility with mathematics, learn a language, develop critical thinking skills, and more. The interactivity that is intrinsic to the internet and to computers themselves led to a process in which children independently acquired knowledge.15 “Tomorrow’s illiterate,” said the psychologist Herbert Gerjuoy, “will not be the man who can’t read; he will be the man who has not learned how to learn.”16 Children who share a smartphone in Mumbai (or who, in the past, spent time in internet cafés) learn on their own how to learn. They face other obstacles, often formidable, but they hold these children back less than the old world’s chains of ignorance. In today’s world, facts are just a click away. But, as we know, lies are just as easily available.


WHEN THE TUNISIAN REVOLUTION BROKE OUT IN 2010, Western journalists needed a name for it. They settled on the Jasmine Revolution, in keeping with the country’s national symbol. (More meaningfully, the Tunisians themselves called it Thawrat al-Karamah, the Dignity Rebellion.) It took just a few weeks for the uprising there to spread across North Africa and the Middle East in a wave that came to be called the Arab Spring.


Yet it also reverberated in the Far East, in China in particular. In February 2011 protests broke out in Beijing and other cities. There was a demand for political reforms. The demonstrators used the jasmine blossom, which has deep cultural roots in Chinese tradition, as a code for political change. They distributed flowers while singing a familiar Chinese song, “Such a Beautiful Jasmine.” As the Chinese public was well aware of what had happened in Tunisia, there was no need for any other slogan—the context was clear. The government responded by censoring the word “jasmine.” It blocked searches for the word, and for the phrase “Jasmine Revolution,” on social media and apps. When the protests spread to Egypt, some Chinese websites also blocked the word “Egypt.”17 Censorship was pervasive. The country’s previous president, Hu Jintao, had once been recorded singing the jasmine song; suddenly it could no longer be accessed on the internet. China hosts an annual international jasmine festival, but that year it was suddenly postponed. In some places, the police actually forbade the sale of jasmine flowers, causing losses for the growers of ornamental jasmine in the Daxing district, in suburban Beijing. According to the New York Times, in some markets, florists were told to report anyone displaying interest in the flower, and to record the license plate numbers of anyone inquiring about making purchases.18


Here is a simple story of globalization of an idea, and an attempt to fight it. The idea was freedom, and it was represented, because of political circumstances in Tunisia, by the jasmine. Had the Chinese public been completely ignorant of Tunisia’s democratic revolution, the jasmine flower would have been devoid of meaning, simply a flower and no more. The minute the jasmine came to symbolize something for people in many places, they had something in common. As basic as that common denominator might have been, it threatened power structures everywhere.


There are aggressive attempts to put the brakes on global consciousness. I once remarked to a Chinese friend that his country’s current ambitious president, Xi Jinping, is the most powerful Chinese leader since Mao Zedong. Not true, my friend said. “He’s clearly stronger than Mao.” I was taken by surprise and asked him how that could be. “Mao was very strong and controlled everything,” my friend replied, “but he didn’t know what people were thinking inside their heads.” He was referring to the way the Chinese Communist Party has been implementing the most ambitious surveillance, supervision, and monitoring policies in history. The Chinese government has the technological capacity to control public discourse, using big data analysis technology. Authoritarian rulers understand that there is no greater threat to political and social power structures than the globalization of consciousness. Ideas are globalization’s gunboats.


The critics of today’s globalization say that it creates a false consciousness. It actually shores up the oppressive apparatus of the top tenth of a percent, or of the world’s single superpower. In fact, they claim, “global” is only code for Americanization, in the form of pervasive Hollywood images and subordination to American consumerism. Most pernicious, they charge, is the malignant expansion of the American concept of happiness.


In 1941, Henry Luce offered a narrative that he called the American Century. In one of the magazines he founded, Life, he touted it in an essay that presented the American way of life as a model for the entire world. He advocated for the ideas that were “infinitely precious and especially American—a love of freedom, a feeling for the equality of opportunity, a tradition of self-reliance and independence and also of cooperation.”19 Luce had himself been born in China, the son of Christian missionaries who went there to spread the gospel. His parents’ old-style missionary work became, in his hands, a new sort of gospel, a secular one enveloped in the intoxicating spirit of a nation that, as Luce put it, had been “conceived in adventure.”


From the first moment, this dazzling proposition menaced local identities, power structures, and traditions around the world. Few doubted the prosperity that globalization had brought, but many rejected the emerging global consciousness, its American influences in particular. Culture has extraordinary economic effects, and vice versa. If, let’s say, rice importers sell in Vietnam at attractive prices, local rice growers will most likely suffer a direct hit to their incomes. But if Vietnamese children suddenly decide to eat more French fries, like their Western teenage counterparts do, the threat is graver. If American fast food were to make inroads into Vietnamese culture, the demand for rice would presumably decline. In this scenario, local rice growers are not exposed to competition; they are simply wiped out. A change of taste brought on by cultural integration engenders an event—the elimination of rice cultivation.


International trade can change markets and ways of life, but ideas can invent or destroy them utterly. The emerging global consciousness creates a new world, but at the same time, it is like the god Krishna in the Bhagavad Gita, who declares, “I am all-powerful Time, which destroys all things.”20


Globalization is a luxury ship that hides its dirty secrets in its interior cabins, the lower deck, and the engine room. In these dark places, the masses are subdued so that the ship can continue to sail. Fittingly, Luce’s manifesto for the American Century appeared in Life’s inside pages. The cover displayed a Hollywood starlet in an evening gown, along with the headline “HOLLYWOOD PARTY.”
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