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  ‘Only the dead have seen the end of war.’
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  PROLOGUE




  In the days before iinen, says En-mei, before jeeps and bananas and medical – before road – there was the world. The world had jackfruits, jungle roots and

  honey bees, monitor lizards, civet cats and jungle pigs and white ants big enough to eat; and in the sea, fish, snakes, clams, robber crabs and big, lazy turtles to roll over on the beach and roast

  whole, upturned in their shells. Sometimes, iinen came to the world, to fish or cut trees or take pigs, and the elders would fight them. But most of the time, and sometimes for generations,

  the people were alone. ‘It was good,’ says En-mei. ‘Sometimes I went with my friends Eingane, Toepel, Ten-mei and Eiantho to collect fruit from the jungle. But most of the time, I

  never used to do anything.’




  En-mei is vague about how he came to leave the world. But the iinen who knows him best, Indian anthropologist Vishvajit Pandya, says En-mei fell in love. En-mei is a Stone Age Jarawa

  tribesman from South Andaman Island, a tiny speck of volcanic rainforest and white beach rising out of the middle of the Bay of Bengal between India and Thailand. As a teenager, he set his heart on

  a Jarawa girl from the Middle Andaman tribe. But the Middle Andaman Jarawas considered themselves superior to the southerners, and the match worried the girl’s father. In early 1997, En-mei

  went to see the man to plead his suit. The pair argued and the father, stronger than En-mei, took the boy out into the forest, broke his leg and left him to die.




  It was too far to crawl home. En-mei’s only hope was a tiny medical clinic on the edge of the forest that administered to Kadamtala, a small town of settlers from the Indian mainland. So

  it was that he dragged himself out of the jungle, through the clinic’s doors and into the history books. An astonished trainee doctor at Kadamtala telephoned his superiors in the island

  capital Port Blair to tell them he had made the first friendly contact with a Stone Age tribe lost to civilization for 50,000 years.1




  Though En-mei was the first Jarawa to leave the forest willingly, the tribe was not unknown. Savage legends have been spun about the Jarawa since almost the beginning of recorded time. In Hindu

  myth, the Andaman and Nicobar archipelago is known as Kalapani, or ‘black waters’, a lost world in a sea of Styx from which no man ever returns. In the second century BC, the Alexandrian scholar Ptolemy wrote of ‘islands of cannibals’. In AD 1290, Marco Polo described the inhabitants as ‘no better than wild

  beasts . . . [with] heads like dogs, and teeth and eyes likewise . . . they are a most cruel generation and eat everybody they can catch, if not of their own race.’




  British colonizers claimed the islands in 1789. There was a natural deep-water harbour at Port Blair and the islands’ isolation later made them an excellent site for the notorious Cellular

  Jail, where the British held and executed India’s freedom fighters. But it was not a prized posting. Malaria was rife, and those who did venture into the forest were often met with a barrage

  of Jarawa arrows. Nevertheless, the British succeeded in capturing a handful of Jarawa tribesmen and in the late 1850s, one was taken to Calcutta by Frederic John Mouat on HMS

  Pluto.




  ‘Joe Abraham’ drew huge crowds. People were amazed. The Andamans are in Asia. But the Jarawa were African pygmies. More than a century later, DNA analysis would confirm the Jarawa

  had been isolated for tens of thousands of years and are direct bloodline descendants of Early Man, from northern Kenya and southern Ethiopia. Anthropologists speculate they migrated east from

  Africa during the Ice Age, perhaps 100,000 years ago, walked across the vast frozen plains of what is now the Indian Ocean and, when the ice began to melt and the waters rose around them, retreated

  to the highest ground they could find, the Andaman and Nicobar mountain range. Later expeditions would discover the islands were home to five other tribes, African and Asian, almost as though, as

  the great flood advanced, a Noah’s Ark of Stone Age men sought shelter there. Cut off from the world and repelling all intruders for tens of thousands of years, the tribes had not changed.

  For scientists, they are the First Man. For Christians, they are the closest living relatives to Adam and Eve.




  For the islands’ visitors, they were a menace. The Jarawa fought the British, the Japanese in the Second World War and, after India achieved independence in 1947, Bengali settler families

  from the mainland. Then En-mei slithered out of the forest and suddenly the Indians had an opportunity to kill the Jarawa threat with kindness. For six months, they plied En-mei with every luxury

  and privilege the islands could provide. They gave him electricity, air conditioning and television in a private room at Port Blair’s hospital; bananas, coconuts and curry; a chauffeur-driven

  car; even a visit from the then prime minister, Atal Bihari Vajpayee. And it seemed to work. En-mei lapped it up. On his miraculous return to the forest in autumn 1997, he told

  his astounded tribesmen: ‘The outside people are good. No one attacked me. And there are lots of them.’




  Within days, scores of Jarawas appeared on the road demanding food and, shrieking with laughter, riding on the roofs of buses into town. The people of Port Blair were told to let the naked

  tribesmen wander freely. The authorities would pay stallholders for whatever they took. The wild men of the Andamans were finally being tamed.




  Except they weren’t. Rather, says Samir Acharya of the Society of Andaman and Nicobar Ecology, they were being decimated. ‘Contact with the outside brought infection from diseases

  for which they had no immunity,’ he says. ‘Measles, mumps, diarrhoea. Around 30 per cent contracted hepatitis B. I believe the entire elder generation was wiped out.’ The

  situation became all the more alarming when a new best estimate put the total Jarawa population in Middle and South Andaman at a mere 264. A storm of international protest blew across Port

  Blair.




  En-mei, however, was prospering. When he left the forest, according to Acharya, he had not only been rejected by the Middle Andaman tribe, he had also been ‘effectively

  excommunicated’ by his own South Andaman group for a wilful nature that, in his teenage years, had become petulance and given him a violent temper. Returning so spectacularly from the dead,

  and with tales of other-worldly adventure, he was suddenly a star. ‘People came,’ says En-mei. ‘A lot of them came. To see me.’ En-mei quickly capitalized on his new

  celebrity, holding court with the surviving elders and taking younger Jarawas on guided tours of the modern-day wonders of Kadamtala and Port Blair.




  And then, two years after he left the forest, En-mei vanished. His guided tours stopped. Small groups of children still gathered by the roadside to beg and Jarawas continued to travel to the

  medical station at Kadamtala for treatment. But the remarkable burst of contact between the Stone Age and the modern world fizzled. En-mei, the environmentalists’ champion, the man with whom

  the administrators felt they could finally do business, the anthropological find of a lifetime, disappeared.




  It took almost a year to work out what had happened. Finally Pandya tracked him down. The anthropologist discovered En-mei’s elevated status had culminated in the realization of his oldest

  and dearest ambition: marriage, not to the girl he once loved, but an arranged match to Chailla, an eminent Jarawa girl from South Andaman. As soon as he got what he wanted, the tours stopped. All

  the married En-mei wanted to do was hunt.




  I caught up with En-mei on one of his rare excursions from the forest.2 He explained that when he was growing up, the Jarawa attacked

  outsiders because they were afraid. ‘When we first saw these people, we were scared. Sahibs used to come in large numbers and frighten us with guns. They used to kill deer, set traps.

  That’s why we attacked. We used to think, “Why are these people coming here? No one should come to our house.” ’ Despite the way he had profited from his time in the outside

  world, En-mei had mixed feelings about it. ‘Port Blair [had] buildings and lights and tables. Everything is nice. But I did not enjoy myself. I did not see my people.’ The modern world

  had not overwhelmed him. Rather, he developed an ambivalence about what outsiders called progress. When I asked about the Andaman Trunk Road that had been cut through Jarawa

  territory, he replied: ‘It’s good. Buses and jeeps are good. And cutting trees can be good. It cleans the place. But they should not clean in far-off places. If you clear forest inside

  the jungle, there will be no rain and we won’t get water. And now people use the road to come here and take pictures of us. It’s not good. I snatch the camera and break it.’

  Finally, after perusing everything the developed world had to offer, En-mei had rejected it. ‘The jungle is good,’ he said. ‘I don’t feel like going outside now. We will

  stay in the forest. In the forest, there is a nice breeze.’




  When I visited Pandya at his research offices in Ahmedabad in eastern India in 2004, he said that even if the Jarawas survived the onslaught of disease and the challenges of the road, the damage

  was done. ‘You can’t expect these guys just to forget everything they’ve seen and go back to Eden,’ he said. ‘En-mei may be happy back in the forest, but others

  won’t be. You can’t wind the clock back. The Jarawas, as they are, are doomed.’




  And yet, added Pandya, En-mei’s adventures were not without worth. Before he left our world and returned to the forest, En-mei left behind a profound human truth. ‘This guy crossed a

  creek of 80,000 years and saw the world,’ said Pandya. ‘But instead of staying in wonderland, he went back. Why?’




  Pandya said his studies had uncovered a Jarawa culture of sophisticated and exotic ritual. But he had come to understand that it would be a mistake to regard the Jarawa only as unique and

  distinct. Perhaps the first men to venture out from Africa’s cradle of life, the Jarawa were also the first to set in motion an essential human process – exploration and migration – that today culminates in what we call globalization. En-mei’s behaviour also showed that the Jarawa were ‘smart, adaptable, political human beings’.

  Polo’s ‘wild beasts’ would sometimes kill to get what they wanted. But by going back to his old life, En-mei had also demonstrated a more sophisticated side. He ‘knew he

  couldn’t live in a holiday forever,’ said Pandya, and when ‘he saw an opportunity to get on in life’ – marriage to Chailla – ‘he took it.’




  Pandya was breathing shallowly. He paused to catch some air, then leant forward with the manner of someone passing on a revelation. ‘You see, for many years I was looking at the

  differences between them and us,’ he said. ‘I was missing the point. It’s not the differences between us that are so remarkable. It’s the similarities.’ En-mei

  ‘handled the culture shock of entering the modern world no problem at all,’ said Pandya. He used his trip to further his own ambitions. How and why was he able to do that? Because the

  same essential rules of human behaviour applied in the outside world as among the Jarawa. In other words: a violent, selfish schemer, driven to exploit distant lands? It’s who he was.

  It’s who we’ve always been.
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  CHAPTER 1




  BOOM, THEN BANG




  On 24 November 2001, a bright autumn Saturday, 8,000 Taliban soldiers who had fled the American bombardment of Kunduz, their last stronghold in northern Afghanistan, laid down

  their weapons in a vast natural rock amphitheatre in the desert a few hours to the west of the ancient Bactrian Silk Road city of Mazar-i-Sharif. They surrendered to Northern Alliance General Abdul

  Rashid Dostum, who crowed that his forces had achieved a ‘great victory’.




  In earlier episodes of Afghanistan’s wars, Dostum was reputed to have killed his enemies by tying them to the tracks of his tanks.1

  But outside Mazar, Dostum decided to make a gesture of reconciliation to unite Afghanistan’s warring tribes. Thousands of Afghan Taliban were free to return to their farms. Only the few

  hundred foreigners would be kept captive. They were taken on flat-bed trucks to Qala-i-Jangi, a sprawling mud-walled nineteenth-century prison fortress to the west of Mazar, where Dostum stabled

  his horses and which contained a large dungeon. The prisoners were led down the steps into their new jail, a succession of small underground cells on either side of a dark, earthen corridor. They

  were not searched.




  The next morning was clear and cold. Two Americans arrived at Qala-i-Jangi. They were Johnny Michael Spann, thirty-two, a CIA paramilitary operative who had been parachuted

  into Afghanistan at the war’s beginning, and Dave Tyson, a CIA officer operating in central Asia. Their mission was to identify any members of al-Qaeda among the prisoners. They decided not

  to interview their charges one by one. Instead, they asked for all the men to be brought out and made to kneel, with their hands tied behind their backs, in lines in a large enclosed courtyard in

  the south-west of the fort. There, overseen by a handful of Alliance guards, the two Americans walked the lines, examining the fighters, prodding them, asking questions. The prisoners, trussed and

  cramped, began wailing with pain. Prisoners and captors also had little language in common, and the interrogations suffered as a result. Spann used loud English. Tyson tried Russian, the language

  of Afghanistan’s hated former invaders.




  The last men were being brought out of the cells when there was a shout. One prisoner had a grenade. He threw himself at Spann. There was an explosion. Other prisoners lunged forward, at Tyson,

  at the guards. More men launched themselves at Spann, scrabbling at his flesh with their hands, kicking and beating him. The Alabaman was said to have killed three men with his pistol and AK-47

  before he became the first American to die in combat in Afghanistan.




  Other Taliban fighters quickly overpowered the Alliance guards, killing them with their own weapons. Tyson grabbed an AK-47, opened fire and ran. When he reached the fort’s north wall, he

  paused, borrowed a satellite phone from a German TV crew to call in news of the uprising to his commanders and stayed put to figure out how to extract Spann’s body.2 That was not going to be easy. A few hundred yards to the south, the prisoners discovered the courtyard they now controlled also held

  Dostum’s armoury. They ransacked it for AK-47s, grenades, mines, rocket launchers, mortars and thousands of rounds of ammunition.




  The Taliban held the south-west of the fort. The Alliance held the south-east and the north. A vicious exchange of fire ensued across the open ground between. Two ancient Russian tanks now in

  the possession of the Alliance were driven up the ramparts on to the north wall and started firing on the Taliban. High in the sky, an American B-52 began to circle.




  All this happened before I arrived. I had been in Mazar for a fortnight after slipping over the border illegally from Uzbekistan, and that day I had hired a rusty Lada cab and set off south from

  the city with my fixer, Najibullah Quraishi, to investigate a story about the assassination of a renegade Alliance commander. We made it to the city’s southern outskirts before the ancient

  Russian car gave up. I got out for a cigarette and, in the quiet of the desert, I could hear the distant ‘pop, pop, pop’ of gunfire. After five minutes under the bonnet, the driver

  managed to start the car. We turned around and followed the noise of weapons through Mazar and out to its western edge. It became clear we were heading to Qala-i-Jangi. As we got closer, we began

  to see signs of combat. At one point, a car sped past us carrying a badly wounded man. A few hundred yards further on, men were out in the street, looking excited and frightened. Then the fort

  appeared and our driver refused to go further.




  Najib and I walked up the track to the fort’s entrance. A junior Alliance commander came out to greet us. ‘There’s nothing happening here,’ he said. A rocket-propelled

  grenade split the air between us at a little over head height and exploded a few hundred yards away in a mud cloud. The embarrassed Alliance man let us pass. We skirted the bodies of three Islamist fighters who had apparently tried to escape, neat and precisely placed diamond-shaped holes in their foreheads indicating close-range executions. Inside the fort, we

  met some more senior Alliance commanders, who told us what we had missed.




  At 2 p.m. two minivans and a pair of open-sided white Land Rovers mounted with machine guns pulled up outside the fortress gates. From the minivans jumped nine American Special Operations men

  wearing Oakley sunglasses and baseball caps, carrying snub-nosed M-4 automatic rifles. The Land Rovers disgorged seven British Special Boat Service soldiers armed with M-16s and dressed in jeans,

  sweaters, Barbour jackets, Afghan scarves and pakuls, the distinctive woollen hats of the Afghan mujahideen. The Americans and British quickly convened a conference with the Alliance

  leaders. ‘I want eyes on, and I want satcom3 and JDAMS4,’ said the American

  commander, Major Mark Mitchell. ‘Tell them there will be six or seven buildings in a line in the south-west half. That’s where they’re getting their weapons and ammunition. If

  they can hit that, then that would kill a whole lot of these motherfuckers.’




  A bearded American in a Harley-Davidson cap and mirrored sunglasses raised Tyson on his radio. ‘Shit . . . shit . . . OK . . . Shit . . . OK. Hold on, buddy, we’re coming to get

  you,’ he said. Then, cutting the radio, he turned to his commander: ‘Mike is MIA5. They’ve taken his gun and his ammo. We

  have another guy. He managed to kill two of them, but he’s holed up in the north side with no ammo.’ As a hurried discussion of tactics began, Harley-Davidson went back to his radio.

  Then he cut in: ‘Shit. Let’s stop fucking around and get in there. This guy needs our help.’ Pointing to the sky, he added, ‘Tell those guys to stop scratching their balls and fly. We have a guy in the north, enemies in the south-west and friendlies in between.’




  Outside the fort, Alliance soldiers began pouring out of the north-east battlements, sliding over the walls and down the ramparts. The wounded were whisked away in commandeered taxis. A

  firefight raged inside the fort through the afternoon, the occasional rocket or mortar spinning out over the walls. Two American fighter planes began circling the area. Inside, the Americans’

  translator fled. They ordered Najib up on to the parapets where they had set up a command post and told him to translate between them and their Afghan allies. I went with him.




  On the roof, Alliance General Majid Rozi told the Americans and the British that their warplanes needed to hit the armoury, a pink single-storey building inside the Islamist area. Najib

  translated and the visitors spotted the target for the planes far above. ‘Thunder, Ranger,’ said an American radio operator, speaking to the aeroplanes above. ‘The coordinates

  are: north 3639984, east 06658945, elevation 1,299 feet.’ He turned to his comrades. ‘Four minutes.’




  ‘Three minutes.’




  ‘Two minutes.’




  ‘Thirty seconds.’




  ‘Fifteen seconds.’




  From the sky, a great, arrow-shaped missile appeared, zeroing in on its target a hundred yards away and sounding like a car decelerating in high gear. The spotters lay flat. Alliance commanders

  and soldiers leaned into the mud walls. A warplane flew overhead. Then the missile hit. CRACK-WHOOMF! Lungs emptied. Minds blanked, rebooted. The building bounced, a dust cloud flew into the air

  and shrapnel whistled by. The Alliance soldiers burst into applause. A US soldier picked up a piece of fallen metal. ‘Souvenir,’ he grinned.




  Six more strikes followed before the British SBS commander re-established contact with Tyson, just as night began to fall. Some of the attacks were on target. At least one was a mile wide,

  landing on houses nearby. The Alliance soldiers yelled at Najib. He blamed the foreigners. ‘Somebody should be criticized,’ he said indignantly. At 4:25 p.m. the sun set over the hills

  to the west.




  That night, I broke the news about the battle and Spann’s death on Time’s website and in a live interview with CNN. Overnight, around a hundred more journalists arrived. They

  included Time’s contracted photographer Oleg Nikishin and two freelance cameramen friends, an American, Dodge Billingsley, and a Frenchman, Damien Deguelde.6 Fighting was constant overnight, with red tracers shooting off into Mazar city.




  The next morning, Monday, I took a cab, picked up Oleg, Dodge and Damien at 6 a.m. from their hotel and took them to the fort. We scrambled up the side of the north wall until we reached

  Alliance commander Mohammed Akbar, who was guiding mortar and tank fire on to Taliban positions in the south-west. We watched for an hour or so before Akbar threw us out. I later discovered Akbar

  was acting on a request from an unusually skittish Najib.




  Dodge, Damien, Oleg and I took up a new position on a road outside the fort. Around 10 a.m., four more Special Operations soldiers and eight men from the US 10th Mountain Division arrived to

  join us. A jet pilot circled overhead, radioing instructions to the spotters.




  ‘Be advised,’ said the pilot to the soldiers in the fort, ‘you are dangerously close. You are about a hundred yards away from the target.’




  ‘I think we’re perhaps a little too close,’ came the spotter’s reply. ‘But we have to be, to get the laser on the target.’




  Pause.




  Bomb spotter: ‘We are about ready to pull back.’




  Pilot: ‘We are about to release.’




  Spotter: ‘Roger.’




  Then suddenly, spotter: ‘Be advised we have new coordinates: north 3639996, east 06658866.’




  Pilot: ‘Good copy.’




  Spotter: ‘Two minutes.’




  At 10:53 a.m. a 2,000-pound missile slammed into the north wall, a direct hit on Akbar’s command post and exactly where Najib and I had been standing half an hour before. His nerves had

  saved our lives. Much more powerful than previous strikes, which had been 500 pounders, it sent clouds of dust 1,000 feet into the air. ‘No, no!’ Alliance commander Olim Razum yelled at

  the 10th Mountain soldiers. ‘This is the wrong place! Cut it! Tell them to cut it!’ The men around us froze with incomprehension. How many Alliance soldiers were dead? How many

  Americans and British? A Special Ops soldier standing next to me glanced up at a tower of rocks and shrapnel thrown up by the explosion and saw what was about to happen. The debris was mushrooming

  into a giant fog and speeding towards us like a tornado. ‘Incoming!’ he shouted. ‘Get down!’




  It took a second. Then we were inside it.7, 8, 9




  This is a reporter’s book. It was born out of the slow realization during the years that followed 9/11 that – sometimes by chance, sometimes by

  design, but always because it was simply my job – I was often there; and, what surprised me: very few others were. It is a reassertion of that old tenet of beat reporting: if you want

  to know, go.




  As the years passed and my experience increased, I began to wonder about the absent. In particular, I began to question how they viewed the world. My travels made some of their ideas –

  often those that originated inside universities and strategic studies institutes or banks and newspaper offices in London or New York – feel increasingly unsatisfactory. Few people now think

  we are living in a time when history is ending, but it seems to me that the world is not peacefully flattening either. Instead we are entering a new era of war. This book also rejects the idea that

  militarism and ignorance in American foreign policy are the sole reason why global war is the legacy of the Bush era – though they certainly played an important part. My encounters across

  Asia, Africa and the Middle East made me believe that this is primarily a story about global economics, and the rising inequality that results. The shared truth that links conflict zones as distant

  as the Himalayas and the Sahara is this: globalization starts wars.




  Globalization, like terrorism, is of course a word that overuse has made so elastic, it has almost lost definition. I aim to rescue globalization from some common misunderstandings and

  rediscover its meaning by viewing it in the context where it is best understood – at close quarters, in the developing world.




  Narayan Murthy, the Indian offshoring pioneer, describes globalization as ‘securing capital from where it’s cheapest, talent from where it’s available, producing where it is

  most cost effective and selling where the markets are.’ That’s globalization in a purely economic sense, what New York Times columnist Thomas Friedman calls

  ‘flattening the world’. But when we’re talking broad human development – about progress – we need to consider globalization in a wider sense, as a political, cultural,

  humanitarian and even environmental phenomenon.




  An American soldier charged with bringing democracy to Iraq personifies political globalization. The worldwide release of a Hollywood blockbuster is cultural globalization in action. The World

  Food Programme is a manifestation of humanitarian globalization. Global warming is an unfortunate instance of environmental globalization, in which a few of us have produced enough pollution to

  heat the world. Though these are all recent examples, it’s worth noting that Indians drank Italian wine in the second century BC. Globalization is a new word, but the

  phenomenon has deep roots.




  All these examples share a common trait: an element of dominance by a powerful country or philosophy, or even a movie star. Globalization is global governance without global government. In an

  unregulated environment, the ideas of our more powerful national governments – or philosophers or companies or pop groups – tend to dominate. Globalization describes standardization in

  the image of the elite.




  This is what opponents of globalization object to – and why, since the champions of our world are so often Western or American, anti-globalization activists are frequently anti-Western and

  anti-American. As Joseph Stiglitz writes in Making Globalization Work: ‘Globalization should not mean the Americanization of either economic policy or culture, but it often does

  – and that has caused resentment.’10 The antis say that for the poor majority, globalization means being pushed around. They

  argue that, like a kill-or-cure, globalization fortifies the strong but impoverishes the weak. It makes might right, and want wrong. Moreover, they say, the elite works to keep

  it that way. ‘The critics of globalization accuse Western countries of hypocrisy,’ writes Stiglitz, ‘and the critics are right. The Western countries have pushed poor countries to

  eliminate trade barriers, but kept up their own barriers, preventing developing countries from exporting their agricultural products and so depriving them of desperately needed export

  income.’11 The anti-globalization movement is a world collective that regards itself, or others, as victims. Or, to borrow

  Friedman’s metaphor again, the problem with a flat world is that people fall off the edge.




  That is why a growing movement rejects globalization and fights to be non-standard – to be different. And that applies not just to economics, but to anything from arms control to fast

  food, and is as true for an Iranian nuclear scientist as it is for an Amazonian Indian worried that logging will ruin his way of life or a French farmer who sprays cow dung at a Kentucky Fried

  Chicken outlet.




  Or a terrorist. After 9/11, some argued terrorism was a distraction from globalization. But if globalization is standardizing the world, and anti-globalization is resistance to that, then

  terrorism is a subset of the anti-globalization movement. Albeit a prominent, bloody subset. At Qala-i-Jangi I saw American and British commandos and barefoot Afghan soldiers courageously and

  skilfully slaughter 300 of their enemies in the single bloodiest battle of the Afghan war. I saw an Alliance fighter split a Talib’s head with a rock. I stepped over the giant white

  intestines spilling from the stomachs of Dostum’s dead horses. I slipped and fell in another man’s brains.




  But Qala-i-Jangi was about more than death. It was also about two visions of life. It was a fight between a dominant Western way of living and a more ancient Eastern one. The

  West wanted conformity to what it considered to be the universal norms of law and democracy. The Taliban wanted to be different, and al-Qaeda had demonstrated the forcefulness of that objection in

  New York.12 A mud fort in Afghanistan was about as far as you could get from the famed global village. And yet here, on the edge of the

  world, was a war that, at root, was about globalization. It was a fight between those who believed in integrating the world and those who demanded a separate space in it – and who would start

  a world war to get it. Afghanistan was nothing on the scale of the First or Second World Wars. But in the era of globalization, the world was shrinking, and Afghanistan was one of a new kind of

  local conflict that had global ramifications. There were many others. In Iraq, American soldiers fought to fold that country into a democratic world community, against insurgents who refused the

  idea that outsiders could impose any politics, however ostensibly benign. In Somalia, US-backed Ethiopian soldiers fought to crush an al-Qaeda offshoot that espoused the most extreme end of Islamic

  exceptionalism. In Nepal, the US backed the losing side in a fight between a government and Maoist rebels who saw globalization not as a harmonizing phenomenon, but an elitist conspiracy. Since

  these conflicts shared similiar causes – and since almost all took place in the developing world – you could plausibly call them a collective Third World War. But comparing

  today’s vexed battles with yesterday’s more straightforward fights against tyranny is dubious. Better to describe them simply as small world wars for an increasingly small world.

  American soldiers in Iraq, British soldiers in Afghanistan, US-backed Ethiopian soldiers in Somalia were globalizers. The Taliban, the insurgents of Iraq and Somalia’s

  rebels were anti-globalizers.




  Qala-i-Jangi also demonstrated how these new wars would be truly international fights. In a small corner of northern Afghanistan, soldiers from the US and Britain, aided by northern Afghans,

  Uzbeks and Tajiks, faced off against Pakistanis, Chechens, Bangladeshis, Uzbeks, Tajiks, a Central American, a Russian, a German and ‘American Taliban’ John Walker Lindh. The battle

  also showed how, faced with overwhelming odds, globalization’s opponents might choose death before surrender. When the fighting finally ended after six days, the toll was at least one dead

  American, scores of dead Northern Alliance and 300 dead Taliban.




  So, war and terrorism cannot be separated from progress and globalization. They are often flip sides of the same story. According to John Gray in his short, angry and

  influential tract al-Qaeda and What it Means to be Modern the separation of globalization from terrorism derives from a common misconception. Dating back to the Enlightenment, this is the

  idea that as democratic capitalism spreads, ‘a universal civilization will come into being, and history will come to an end.’13

  The same nebulous thinking underscores the perception that since the end of the Cold War, the developed world has been on a more or less linear path to progress, at worst suffering brief periods of

  stasis or recession before resuming an inevitable upward path to prosperity. All the poor world has to do, so the thinking goes, is get with the programme.




  At first glance, this has some merit. Nearly all of us are living longer, wealthier, healthier and more comfortable lives than we would have two hundred, a hundred or even fifty years ago. And it seems reasonable to give capitalism, the system under which most of us live, the credit. As the Wall Street Journal’s motto says: ‘Free markets and

  free people.’




  But there are problems here. Progress is not inevitable. Many of the most advanced civilizations have collapsed. Where are Thebes, Machu Picchu, or Angkor Wat now? Nor is globalization a one-way

  ticket to prosperity: markets go down as well as up. And like communism and Nazism, radical Islam is modern. Though it claims to be anti-Western, it is shaped as much by Western ideology as by

  Islamic traditions. Like Marxists and neo-liberals, radical Islamists . . . ‘are convinced they can remake the human condition,’ declares Gray.14 Though their eventual utopias are anathema, Marxism and Islamism share the same dynamic. Both believe mankind is enslaved by an uncaring, dominant elite. Both prescribe

  revolution as the solution.




  That brings us to freedom – and the reason why the outcome of this debate is so crucial to our idea of ourselves, and so contentious. One of the former US president’s favourite

  pieces of rhetoric, and the one most ridiculed by his opponents, was that the ‘war on terror’ is a war to defend freedom. Perversely, perhaps, I’d argue Bush was on the right

  track. Freedom is at the heart of the debate over globalization, and terrorism.




  Both sides claim freedom as their own. The pro-globalization crowd argue their values are all about freedom. What’s oppressive about democracy, free markets and freedom of expression, they

  ask? What’s more free than a free-for-all?




  Almost anything, according to the anti-globalizers, who argue that freedom of expression in the West all too often means freedom to insult. Western democracy is a members-only club, they add:

  look at the long list of dictatorships and repressive regimes backed by Europe and the US. Likewise to call it the ‘free’ market is disingenuous: in reality, it means

  freedom for the mighty, and slavery for the weak – and a global free market only exacerbates those positions. Globalization even allows multinational giants to overcome restrictions placed on

  them by national governments. Globalization is capitalism beyond control.




  But these arguments are flawed, too. The anti-globalizers say that to be different is to be free, and a good thing – the world would be a poorer place if we all ate, thought and loved the

  same way. That seems reasonable. Until the pro-globalizers point out that one man’s cultural preservation is another man’s bloody intolerance. One reason Indonesian Islamic militants

  killed 202 people at a nightclub in Bali in October 2002, for example, was to signal disapproval of the dangerously catchy idea of letting women out at night.




  The debate hinges on different ideas of freedom. Globalizers and most Westerners (at least since the Enlightenment) believe in ‘freedom to’. Active freedom. Freedom to express

  yourself, freedom to marry, freedom to drink and dance all night on an Indonesian island paradise. Anti-globalizers, Islamists and much of the European Left, limit themselves to ‘freedom

  from’. This is passive freedom, which zeroes in on the absence of subjugation, rather than active choice. It’s a more pessimistic view of the human condition and assumes that everyone,

  to some extent, is oppressed.




  So who’s right? Advocates of globalization are correct that the process has raised average productivity and national wealth – and therefore freedom – across

  the world. According to the World Bank, the proportion of people living on less than $2 a day fell from 67 per cent in 1981 to 47 per cent in 2004. Globalization has also created

  a market for luxury in almost any country you care to name. This is all the evidence many pro-globalizers need. They point to increases in average per capita income and conclude this is irrefutable

  evidence that hundreds of millions of people have been lifted out of poverty.




  But average height has always been a poor means of describing a tall person and a short one. Globalization’s opponents note that you can obtain a healthy-sounding median from averaging the

  rocketing income of one very rich man and the falling incomes of ten poorer ones. A rise in a nation’s overall wealth says nothing about equality within that nation.

  ‘Globalization might be creating rich countries with poor people,’ writes Stiglitz.15




  The facts support the anti-globalizers. A 2004 report by the World Commission on the Social Dimension of Globalization found 59 per cent of the world’s people were living in countries with

  growing inequality, while 5 per cent were in countries where inequality was declining.16 Income inequality inside Western countries is now

  at heights unseen since the roaring 1920s.17 The rich have also reaped disproportionate rewards in the Asian tigers – Singapore,

  Taiwan, South Korea and Hong Kong.18 In December 2006, the World Institute for World Economics reported that 1 per cent of the world’s

  adults owned 40 per cent of all global assets and the richest 10 per cent owned 85 per cent; the poorest half, meanwhile, owned less than 1 per cent.




  Underneath the elite, the picture is one of stagnation. In the West, it’s becoming clear that one of the biggest effects of globalization is not just the loss of jobs to Asia. It is also

  the threat of jobs moving east in a vastly expanded global labour market – one in which, with the addition of China, India, the former USSR, South East Asia, Africa

  and South America, the labour force has doubled from 1.46 billion to 2.93 billion.19 The result is depression of wages at both ends of the

  migration, and the first boom since the Second World War in which real wages have failed to rise. 20




  Globalization has nurtured even greater disparity in the developing world. India now has 40 million more destitute people than it did in 1993.21 China’s southern coast has rocketed into the twenty-first century in the last two decades. But inequality across the country has also increased: the Gini co-efficient,

  the standard index of income disparity, is now greater in communist China than ex-communist Russia or the freewheeling US. Millions of Chinese, like their Indian counterparts, are actually worse

  off. An analysis by World Bank economist Bert Hofman found the real income of the poorest 10 per cent of China’s 1.4 billion people – 140 million people – actually fell by 2.4 per

  cent in the two years to 2003, a period when China’s economy was growing by at least 10 per cent a year. Beijing-based economists Louis Kuijs and He Jianwu found the wage share of GDP in

  China fell from 53 per cent to 41 per cent from 1998 to 2005.22 The same pattern can be observed around the world.23 In its 2003 report Making Global Trade Work for People, the UN Development Programme found that because population growth often outstrips

  economic growth, even as percentages of people living in poverty are falling, the absolute number living in poverty is rising. In Africa, for example, the numbers living on less than $1 a day

  doubled between 1981 and 2001, from 164 million to 316 million.24




  The growing gap between haves and have-nots strikes at the heart of globalization. Globalization was supposed to be the tide to lift all boats. But millions of boats seem to be not merely missing the tide, they seem to be sitting on the bottom of a different ocean. Capital is assimilating. Labour is not. Globalization is not about integrating the world. So far,

  it is about integrating the rich.




  The rich prosper through the conventional economics of trade and the cumulative exponentials of investment returns. The poor do not integrate and do not prosper. Why? Because they have no money

  to invest. They do not have the means to send email or call international – even if they had someone to communicate with. Aside from the few million poor families working in global commodity

  industries like coffee and flowers, easier world trade means nothing to the poor. What do the trade talks in Doha have to do with a subsistence manioc farmer in Zimbabwe? Isolated by their poverty,

  billions are left to fester.




  Economists will recognize this as the age-old problem of economic theory: how it crumbles when assumptions of perfect knowledge, rationality and functioning markets are confronted by a real

  world of asymmetries, irrationality and inefficiency. In layman’s terms: we do not all live in the same world. A New Yorker may live in the same shrinking ‘village’ as his

  counterpart in Tokyo or London or Johannesburg, enjoying a life that is at once instantly recognizable to, and seamlessly connected to, his counterparts. But don’t mistake these rarefied

  links for a connected world. There are millions more villages out there. They’re made of mud and straw roofs and have no running water. People walk miles to connect with their neighbours. The

  world remains over the horizon.




  If, for hundreds of millions of people, globalization is a story of enduring poverty and widening segregation, it’s easy to understand why the overriding experience of it

  is not one of a rising sense of well-being, but an accelerating sense of injustice. Globalization has winners and losers. It can boost development. But it can also accentuate

  inequality and squash individuality. And that can lead to violence. Boom, then bang.




  Look at a key symptom of globalization: labour mobility. What impression of the outside world flows back to India, Pakistan and Bangladesh via the 700,000 South Asians who build the roads and

  the high rises of Dubai and Kuwait? What conclusions do they draw from the comparisons between their hardscrabble lives and the indolent rich around them?25 Or look at the global standardization of television. The fruits of rising world prosperity may have failed to trickle down, but Friends is everywhere. As a result, the

  poor no longer even have to travel to learn that they are missing out. They can see precisely which cars, gadgets, clothes, food and liquor they lack by tuning into Girls of the Playboy

  Mansion.




  The result is an angry suspicion, gathering strength around the world, that the ordinary, the poorly connected, the non-elite are being left behind. Angel Gurria, secretary general of the

  Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), acknowledged the phenomenon when he released a report in June 2007 that showed internal inequality increasing from Poland to South

  Korea. ‘Millions are benefiting from globalization,’ he said, ‘but at the same time, there’s a feeling that something’s wrong with the process.’26 Or, as Alan Greenspan, former Federal Reserve chairman told Newsweek in late 2007: ‘Despite this set of extraordinary gains, capitalism

  has not yet gotten closure.’27




  This sentiment finds diverse expression, even inside a single country. Take India. In the election of spring 2004, the ruling Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), buoyed by the country’s new

  worldwide economic prominence, ran on a platform that declared ‘India Shining’ – the country had never had it so good. The campaign took its lead from the

  established wisdom about India, that it was a country on the rise, a new power, a place whose time had come.28




  To the BJP’s profound shock, India disagreed. The party lost to an alliance led by Sonia Gandhi, whose central pledge was a promise to help the rural poor. Underlining how badly the BJP

  got it wrong, Gandhi was backed by the Communist Party of India, who won sixty-two seats, their greatest tally ever.




  Resentment over India’s growing economic divide finds less peaceful ways of expression. Riot police quelled days of uproar in Delhi in 2004 when the authorities began bulldozing slums that

  were home to 100,000 people to make way for a riverside mall. In the last few years, migrants moving from poor eastern India to the richer west have been targeted in mob attacks, attacks that have

  claimed hundreds of lives.




  And there is organized violence too. Unnoticed by much of the world, the dirt-poor central and eastern hinterlands of India are the home ground of a rebel army that in a few years have become

  some of globalization’s most ferocious opponents – a 20,000-strong band of Luddite, Marxist warriors who have declared war on the new India and global capitalism. Government figures

  show the Naxals – as they are known, after a 1967 communist uprising in the eastern Indian town of Naxalbari – killed 653 people in 2004, 892 in 2005 and 749 in 2006. They hold up

  trains, rob banks and ambush columns of policemen. In one attack in November 2005, 700 guerrillas overran an entire town in eastern India, broke into its jail and freed 400 prisoners. In another in

  July 2006, 250 fighters held up an express train, Wild West-style, and robbed the passengers. The Delhi-based Institute for Conflict Management says the Naxals now operate in 195

  of India’s 625 districts, a vast red corridor stretching thousands of miles across central India and touching the outskirts of tech meccas like Bangalore and Hyderabad. So alarmed is the

  government by the rebels’ rise that in April 2006 Prime Minister Manmohan Singh called the Naxals ‘the single biggest challenge’ to internal security ever faced by India. And in a

  context of Kashmir, Bhopal, plague, terrorism, a tsunami, several earthquakes, countless deadly riots and the assassinations of three Gandhis, that is saying something.




  The revival of revolutionary communism in South Asia is mirrored across the world. Marxist armies are fighting the state in the Philippines, Turkey and Bangladesh. In Nepal, they have taken

  power. Leftist populism once again dominates Latin America, in Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, Ecuador and Venezuela. In China, Vietnam, Laos and North Korea, communism never went away.




  This resurgence in left-wing revolution is often overlooked in discussions on globalization. For one thing, it’s a hard story to report (more on that later). For another, it runs against

  conventional thinking.




  One of the central arguments in favour of economic integration is that it has nothing to do with rebellion. It is meant to be just the opposite: a force for peace. Peace was the central reason

  for the economic integration of Europe after the Second World War. It is also one of the main motives for the United States to construct ties with China and India. It’s a prime reason for the

  Doha Development Round of discussions on global free trade, and the main cause of the anxiety over their failure to secure an agreement. The idea is to smother the poverty and discontent that fuels

  war under a blanket of interdependent prosperity. You bind nations together so tightly that they come to depend on each other for their continued advancement. War becomes

  unthinkable. If you attack your enemy, you end up attacking yourself.




  The same idea, albeit with less intellectual rigour, underpins the perception that the world is entering a golden age of peace and prosperity. After the end of the Second World War and then the

  collapse of the Cold War, so the thinking goes, there were no more enemies. Globalization, in that sense, is the name we give to the process of adjustment that has happened since – in which

  everyone signs up to the same economic system, the same values, laws and international organizations.




  There’s a practical problem with that scenario: reality. A glance at the headlines on any one day suggests the dawn of a new era, sure, but less one of peace and harmony than one beset by

  a bewildering diversity of hostilities. Bombings from Oklahoma to Jakarta, war from Niger to Kashmir, civil conflicts from Sierra Leone to the Solomon Islands. Around 5.4 million people are

  estimated to have died in the Democratic Republic of Congo in the last decade – a greater number than in any conflict since the Second World War. People died three times as fast in the 1994

  Rwandan genocide as in the Holocaust. Twice as many people died in tiny Sri Lanka’s civil war – 70,000 people – as were killed there by the 2004 tsunami. As it entered 2007, the

  International Crisis Group, an independent watchdog of world conflict, said it was sending missions to fifty-seven countries to research war, and monitoring tension in forty-five others. In the

  past four years, conflict has declined in one of the world’s most war-torn areas, southern Africa. But the general trend is clear: more war than ever before.




  Not all conflict stems from globalization. But in a world where conflict is rising as globalization gathers pace, it seems fair to ask if there is a connection. Common sense

  suggests that there could be. After all, most great changes in history are accompanied by tumultuous violence.




  There is, however, an intuitive logic to the idea of peace through inclusion. It worked in Europe, after all. This is a place that suffered more wars than anywhere else in the world, but since

  the integration of Europe, there’s been nothing a little subsidy or a referendum couldn’t cure. But Europe is a partnership of equals, more or less. What happens when we try to

  integrate an uneven world? How do you ensure the stronger partners don’t dominate? (And should you, given that the stronger partners probably got something right?)




  Added to which, if you accept the idea that peace comes through inclusion, then does the opposite – war through exclusion – hold true? And what does that mean next to mounting

  evidence that much of the world is excluded by globalization? Does it mean global war?




  The short answer is: not yet. But as we shall see, many of today’s wars suggest the beginnings of something like that. An increasing number of conflicts are about globalization – or

  rather, about being excluded from its benefits. Another common trait is whereas once they might have been obscure civil fights in forgotten parts of the world, now the wider world is precisely what

  the rebels have in their sights. They share an insight about globalization’s great flaw – that it boosts the dominant, the rich and the few, but leaves the rest of

  the planet relatively worse off. Most also subscribe to the idea that the ultimate enemy is the global economic system and its leader, big business.




  That’s also a view held by an increasing number of (mostly) peaceful groups. On a very rough scale of descending levels of violence, they include G8 protesters, European anti-immigration

  parties, the Democratic Party in the US (which fights those parts of globalization that cost domestic jobs) and neo-statists in Japan, 2 million of whom have bought copies of Fukiwara

  Masahiko’s lament for a nation lost to globalization, The Dignity of the State.




  And it’s a view endorsed by the most violent of revolutionaries. It is worth repeating Gray’s point here: Islamic terror is not just about religion. The idea that al-Qaeda is merely

  following the evil plan of some crazy genius to take the world back to a medieval caliphate ignores other dynamics at work. At root, Islamic terror is also like all rebellion: a reaction to

  oppression, bad governance, injustice and alienation, in this case from the feudal regimes of the Middle East and their backers in the West. Globalization raises the sense of exclusion – and

  the stakes, by expanding the target list. Religion adds (considerable) spiritual justification.




  Viewed this way, the twenty-first century can sometimes seem like it is running to a nineteenth-century script. Karl Marx and Frederick Engels described the age of globalization with uncanny

  precision 160 years ago. In 1848, in the Communist Manifesto, they wrote:




  

    

      The need of a constantly expanding market for its products chases the bourgeoisie over the whole surface of the globe . . . All old-established national industries have been

      destroyed or are daily being destroyed. They are dislodged by new industries, whose introduction becomes a life and death question for all civilized nations, by industries

      that no longer work up indigenous raw material, but raw material drawn from the remotest zones; industries whose products are consumed, not only at home, but in every corner of the globe . . .

      In place of the old local and national seclusion and self-sufficiency, we have intercourse in every direction, universal inter-dependence of nations . . . The intellectual creations of nations

      become common property. National one-sidedness and narrow-mindedness become more and more impossible, and from the numerous national and local literature there arises a world literature. The

      bourgeoisie . . . compels all nations, on pain of extinction, to adopt the bourgeois method of production; it compels them to introduce what it calls civilization into their midst . . . In one

      word, it creates a world after its own image.29


    


  




  Could it be that rather than being outdated, Marx and Engels were simply ahead of their time? Perhaps. They’re not right on everything. Their prediction that local and

  national grievances would melt away, and with them the distractions of patriotism and religion, are as far-fetched today as they were in 1848.




  But Marx’s and Engels’s vision of global revolution reveals an important point. In a connected world, it is no longer enough to hit your immediate enemy. You also have to strike at

  what you perceive as its underlying origins, even if that’s half a world away. You can also use the same logic – as the Naxals do – to justify killings closer to home:

  you’re not killing families from the next-door village, you’re eradicating agents of a sinister world order.




  Thus a movement with its origins in nineteenth-century India and Saudi Arabia, or that takes its inspiration from a twentieth-century Chinese dictator, feels it has to target

  New York, or London or Madrid, even a nightclub in Indonesia. What was September 11 if not a demonstration of how globalization transforms local fights into world wars? Globalization even assisted

  the attackers. The new international mobility eased their travel, and the impact of their attacks was multiplied by worldwide live TV.




  The problem for academics and pundits is that much of this is taking place in the most remote corners of the world and they don’t have ringside seats. The gathering era

  of global war is happening in the developing world. Why? First, because it’s big. Four fifths of humanity lives in the developing world, and two thirds in Asia. Just two countries –

  India and China – account for more than a third of the world. Consider their size, the forces at work inside them and the impact they will have on the rest of the world – and then

  remind yourself that they just joined the world economy. This is a human laboratory unprecedented in history. For much of the first decade of the 21st century, Chinese economic growth hovered at

  around 10–12 per cent, doubling the size of the economy every seven years, and India was not far behind with 8–10 per cent. Predictions are that the Chinese economy will be the

  world’s second largest by 2020 and India’s the third soon after. Asia is the supercharged continent, the land of the moment, and it is hip, from Ayurveda to the Art of War,

  Bollywood to open-air Balinese bathrooms. When I interviewed him a few weeks after he was appointed, Indian Prime Minister Singh said the biggest kick he got from his new job was the idea of

  running the world’s biggest democracy as it merged with the world. ‘India’s development is unique,’ he said. ‘It’s the biggest experiment in

  world history.’




  India and China are part of an eastern arc of rising wealth that stretches from the palm-fringed islands of the Philippines to the fake giant palm islands of Dubai. This is the engine of the new

  global economy, where offshoring thrives and where new Silicon Valleys spring up in places like Bangalore and Shenzhen. Some talk about New York and London as being the centres of the global

  economy, but are they? They are the bases of the finance industry, and to the extent that bankers control the world, New York and London do too. But where is the economic activity on which such

  derivative industries are founded? It’s there on the labels: Made in China, Made in Thailand, Made in Indonesia. Put it another way: who do you know who’s offshoring to New York?




  Moreover, the developing world is not just a place where globalization is happening. As we saw above, it’s also where its results are most extreme. India and China and the rest of the

  developing world are not the gilded edges of globalization. The more you look at them, the more they look like its dark heart.




  To students of history, the idea that the world increasingly turns on an Eastern axis will come as no surprise. It has done before. As recently as the eighteenth century, China’s GDP was

  bigger than that of the US and at the end of the eighteenth century, China’s per capita income was seven times that of Britain. Millennia ago, along with the Nile Valley, the North China

  Plain and the Indus Valley were the cradles of our early civilizations, where fire was harnessed, tools invented and animals domesticated. The Chinese shared a common culture for longer than any

  other group on earth. Chinese writing dates back 4,000 years. China invented cast iron, paper, whisky, pasta and gunpowder and discovered the circulation of the blood. Chinese

  mathematicians invented the decimal system, the planetarium and the seismograph. The imperial dynasties lasted from 221 BC to 1911 – the equivalent of the Roman Empire

  stretching from Caesar to the present day.




  India has also long been a crucible of progress. It is also one of the great staging posts of history – almost every imperial army since Alexander the Great has passed through India. And

  it is a home to all the world’s religions and the birthplace of three of them – Buddhism, Hinduism and Sikhism. From Einstein to Thoreau, the West has credited India with teaching the

  world to count, to talk (Sanskrit, the mother of most European languages), to learn (the world’s first university was in Taxila in 700 BC), to heal (Ayurveda) and to

  play chess. In Following the Equator, Mark Twain wrote: ‘India had the start of the whole world in the beginning of things. She had the first civilization; she had the first

  accumulation of material wealth; she was populous with deep thinkers and subtle intellects; she had mines, and woods, and a fruitful soil. It would seem as if she should have kept the lead, and

  should be today not the meek dependent of an alien master, but mistress of the world, and delivering law and command to every tribe and nation in it.’30




  Today China, India, and much of Asia are host to the new twin drivers of our age – trade and technology. They are redefining our idea of economic growth. They are also the authors of much

  that ails the world: the worst pollution, exploding AIDS populations and Deobandism, the fundamentalist creed of the Taliban, to name but three. The point is: if you want to know

  about globalization, if you want to know about mankind, if you want to know where we’re heading, then you have to go where things are changing. The clue’s in the name: the

  developing world.




  

     

  




  CHAPTER 2




  SPEED BUMPS IN SHENZHEN




  Living in Hong Kong at the dawn of the millennium was an exercise in schizophrenia. When Britain relinquished its last Eastern outpost of empire in 1997, capitalist Hong Kong

  became part of communist China under an arrangement known as ‘one country, two systems’. Some surface differences between Hong Kong and the mainland had narrowed in China’s

  two-decade flirtation with capitalism. But Hong Kong Island was still separated from the mainland by more than mere water. Hong Kong had its own distinct political system that allowed limited

  democracy, an independent judiciary and a largely free press. English was an official language in Hong Kong, and the hundreds of thousands of Western expatriates and Filipino maids gave the city a

  far more cosmopolitan air than the monolithic mainland. The skyscrapers of the island remained a focus of global commerce and wealth, a steel-and-concrete forest of banks, million-dollar apartments

  and Tiffany boutiques. If Hong Kong and China were family once again, Hong Kong was still something of a distant relation. It had more in common with those other centres of capitalism’s old

  order – New York, London and Tokyo – than the cities springing up along China’s southern coast. For, like any succeeding generation, they were emerging as

  entirely different creatures.




  Nowhere was that more apparent than when you crossed from Hong Kong into the border city of Shenzhen. In 1980, the then Chinese leader Deng Xiaoping inaugurated Shenzhen as China’s first

  Special Economic Zone and invited the people of Hong Kong to make something of the 3.5 square-kilometre stretch of fishing villages and rice paddies just over the border. By 2001, Hong Kong’s

  businessmen had poured $15 billion into 70,000 firms in the border province of Guangdong, much of it for the manufacturing that once drove the Hong Kong economy.1 Investors from Taiwan and the rest of the world soon followed. From a few hundred in 1980, the population had grown to 4 million by 2001 and to 15 million by 2007 – or

  25 million if you included the adjoining city of Dongguan. Shenzhen’s economy was soaring by 31 per cent a year. Exports from its port hit $200 billion in 2006. The city became the world

  centre for the kind of light manufacturing that powers the consumer age, turning out iPods, McDonald’s toys, Gap jeans and mobile phones. In hindsight, Deng’s experiment can be seen as

  a pivotal moment in history, a move that prefigured the opening up of the Soviet Union and India, and the shift of Western manufacturing to places like Brazil or Vietnam. Shenzhen is where the

  modern era of globalization began.




  But a visit to Shenzhen also revealed heavy hints that globalization would be taking the world down a new, unruly path. The city was less a copy of Hong Kong than its parallel universe. It had

  the same energy, the same get-ahead ethos and the same towering respect for a buck. But thanks to loose laws, loose women and dirty officials, it was an unregulated free-for-all. You could get

  anything you wanted: cheap labour, knock-off Prada handbags, pirate DVDs, ecstasy pills, one-night stands. A number of restaurants specialized in endangered species, such as

  pangolin, bear and turtles. (The gulf between East and West is perhaps never more neatly summed up than by their opposing attitudes to rare wildlife. ‘There’s only a few left’

  implied a duty to preserve in the West. In Shenzhen’s restaurants, it meant get them while they’re hot.)




  Once inside this looking-glass world, nothing was quite the genuine article. The Louis Vuitton bags were fakes made in sweatshops in the surrounding state of Guangdong. Many of the impressive

  skyscrapers were empty. Two-thirds of the population didn’t have a residency permit.2 The women were often stunning, but that beauty

  might have been bought from Shenzhen’s army of plastic surgeons. Shenzhen was a city of beggar syndicates, drug traffickers and restaurants serving lobster sashimi to Triad bosses dressed in

  fake Versace. Even the money, Shenzhen’s raison d’être, was suspect: local buses alone were collecting $160,000 in fake coins every year.3 The city was Hong Kong’s twisted sister, a place where Hong Kongers went to make illicit love and illicit money, and a magnet for hustlers and chancers from all over

  China. Tijuana, with Chinese characteristics.




  It took just a few steps to pass from the old world into the new. Coming from Hong Kong, the visitor passed through immigration at Lo Wu, walked across a narrow bridge spanning a stinking, black

  canal and stepped directly into a six-storey shopping complex that was a monument to China’s status as the world’s counterfeit capital. Shops displayed perfect replicas of Armani suits,

  Gucci handbags, Nike trainers, Rolex watches, Cartier jewellery, as well as racks of pirated videos and discs. Televisions in shop windows aired graphic advertisements for

  clinics that offered breast enlargements and other cosmetic surgeries. In one of these street-side clinics Dr Cao Mengjun told me his Fuhua Plastic and Aesthetic Hospital saw more than 2,000 people

  a year, half from Hong Kong. Cao was the proud inventor of ‘Amazing Gel’, an enlarging agent not dissimilar to mason’s putty that he injected directly into the body. He offered

  everything from freckle-removal and teeth-whitening to ‘maidenhead recovery’. His most popular procedure was the most requested operation in Shenzhen: eye-widening. The city’s

  1,600 surgeons were making almonds out of 8,000 pairs of pine nuts a week. The look was mixed race, cosmopolitan, indeterminate – global, in fact.
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