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Untikely Partners: Chinese Reformers,
Western Economists, and the Making of
Gtobal China. By Julian Gewirtz. Harvard
Uníversity Press; j89 pages; $39.95. To be
published in Britain on January jlst

TN tg8s James Tobin, a Nobel laureate in
I economics, delivered a talk at a confer-
ence in china. Mao had died lessthan a de-
cade earlier and modern economic con-
cepts, shorn of socialism, were still
unfamiliar to many in the country, includ-
ing the interpreter on this occasion. Strug-
gling to find the right words, she burst into
tears. Two conference participants stepped
aside after Tobin spoke and, on the spot,
devised the chinese term for "macroeco-
nomic management". Future interpreters
would have it easier.

Chinese officials and academics, espe-
cially those with a reformist bent, were
acutely aware of their tenuous grasp on
economics at the time. Five years earlier,
Deng Xiaoping, the country's paramount
leader, had put it bluntly when meeting
Robert McNamara, president of the World
Bank:"We have losttouch with the world."

with china's economic rise now into
its fourth decade, it is easy to forget how
shaky its footing was at the start of its as-
cent.It began not just in poverty, but beset
by basic uncertainty about how to devel-
op. There was even disagreement over
whether development, in so far as it en-
tailed market forces, was the right goal.

The oft-told story is that the Commu-
nist Party forged ahead with policy experi-
ments-"crossing the river by feeling for the
stones", as the Chinese reformers'saying
go e s-and, little b1, iittle. found the ingie di:
ents for growth. There is much truth to this.
But the role of Westem economists in help-
ing shape that journey is missing. "Unlike-
ly Partners" by Julian Gerrirtz. a doctoral
candidate in chinese histon, at oxford
(and an occasional revierx.er for these
pages), fills that gap. It vividly brines to life
China's economic debates from _\íao's
death intglí until 1993, by which time the
country's direction was clearer.

The claim is not that Westerners \\-ere
responsible for China's development. _{

large constellation of Chinese reformers
deserves the credit for that. Indeed, one of
the book's virtues is that it puts the spot-
light on ZhaoZiyang, the Communist Partr-
chief who wound up under house arrest
afterthe 1989 Tiananmen protests. Mr Zhao
has been written out of official histories,
but his consistent support for bold think-
ingwas critical to China's success.

Nevertheless, to understand how chi-

Wetcome to Lagos. By Chibundu Onuzo.
Faber and Faber; j58 pages; f12.99

ATLEASTintheir conception of the
.(a.world, there are two broad categories
of Nigerians-or for that matter Kenyans,
Pakistanis, Chinese or anyone from the
poorworld. The vastmajority are those
for whom national b oundaries represent
insurmountable barriers, for whom even
a busride to the city seems an other-
worldlyjourney. And then there are
those who flit between African and
European cities as easily as if they were
riding the Victoria line from Brixton to
Green Park. They are the lucky" ones with
connections at embassies or stores of
capital certifi e d and triple-stampe d by
bankofficials, or. best of all"the burgundy
passports of the European Union.

Lagos, a sprawlingshambles of some
zrm souls, has its fair share of both cate-
gories, and they come crashingtogether
in chibundu onuzo's second novel,
*Welcome to Lagos".

Some welcome. It is hard to imagine a
megacity less hospitable to newcomers.
At every turn lurk scammers, thieves,
crooked cops and rent-extracting gang-
lords.Into this metropolis come Chike
and Yemi, two soldiers desertingtheir
posts in the Niger Delta after one too
many orders to shoot civilians and burn
down villages. Alongthe waythey meet,
and become fellow travellers with, a
motley crew of runaways: Fineboy, a
militant fleeing from the very same army;
Isoken, a young girl near-raped by those
militants; and Oma, a housewife escap-
ing her abusive husband. Clueless, practi-
cally penniless and unaccustomed to the .

nasty ways of the big city, they find refuge
under a bridge until, one day, Fineboy
finds an abandonedflatto squatin.

na found its way, it is also necessary to re-
cognise the influence of foreign ideas. In
some cases the impact was immediate.
The concept of special economic zones,
rvhich enabled coastal regions to flourish,
began with a Chinese vice-premier's trip to
western Europe int978, where he saw ex-
port-proce ssing zones.

More often, the impact was diffuse. Ac-
ademics trained in Marxist economics
lapped up translated versions of Western
textbooks. American professors came for
weeks at a time to teach econometrics. chi-
nese institutions invited a succession of
Western economists to give talks and then
sifted through their ideas for those that
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l{here paths cross

From anotherworld come Ahmed,
the pampere d, British-passp ort-holding
crusader who returns to Lagos to start a
muckraking newspaper after a decade as
a bankerin London, and ChiefSandayo,
the minister of education, on the run
from Abuja with $rom in his suitcase.
These worlds-rich and poor, urban and
rural, privileged and powerless, Muslim
and Christian, Igbo and Yoruba-collide
to spectacular effect as their paths cross
and power shifts hands in surprising and
unexpected ways, and then does so
again, and again. It is an unlikely plot, but
Ms Onuzo pulls it off, revealing the fault
lines in her country's society-or indeed
those of any half-formed democracy.
Though drenched in Lagosian atmo-
sphere, the bookwears its Nigerian set-
ting lightly: it is clearly the work of a
pan-African and an internationalist-and
is all the better forit.

were actually relevant to China.
The Chinese were most receptive to

economists who themselves hailed from
planned economies and understood their
flaws but also knew that sudden changes
were impractical. Ota Sik, from Czechoslo-
vakia, inspired a phased-in pricing strategy
in the earlyr98os, whereby China gave en-
terprises ever more control over setting
prices. The biggest star wasJanos Kornai, a
Hungarian economist who moved to Har-
vard after writing a seminal book in which
he identified shortage as the chronic pro-
blem of socialism. what came to be called
"Kornai fever" gripped the study of eco-
nomics in China in the late r98os, and his >>

Chinese economics 
Fiction

Western takeaway Crazycity
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> booksold more thanroo,ooo copies,
The World Bank also had a big hand in

China's take-off. The bank has a tainted
reputation from that era, when it was seen

aj pushing a "Washington consensus"
ug..rdu of liberalisation that harmed Latin
A'merica. Much less attention is paid to its

subtler positions in China in the r98os, It

carried Óut two major studies of the econ-

omy (the first of their kind), became Chi-
,ru' lurg.rt source of foreign capital and,

,.rporrd'i^g to Chinese íequests, provided
reams of useful policy advice,

Mr Gewirtz's book does not attempt to

provide a definitive account of China's
economic rise. It dwells in the world of
ideas, tracing the arc of debates, Little at-

tention is paid to what was actually hap-

pening on factory floors or in farm fields,

but it]s still a gripping read, highlighting
what was little short of a revolution in chi-
na's economic thought.

Readingthe booktoday, it is tempting to

conclude that China is ignoring a basic les-

son from its success: that being open to for-

eign ideas served it so well. Under Xi Jin-
ping, officials rail against "Western values",
V.tih.r. is also a less gloomy conclusion,
China's path has never been linear: re-

formists and conservatives have constant-

Iy jostled for the upper hand. But voices for

Óp.rr^.r, have uliimately prevailed, And
tÉe gains that China has made in its under-
stan"ding of economics and, more funda-
mentally, in the lives of its people will not

be easilyundone. l
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a Basel firm that also specialises in muse-

ums, completed rrrr Lincoln Road in zoro. A
ziggurat oi bare concrete linked by precipi-
tolul ramps, it provides accommodation
for a series of art-crowd-friendly shops on
the ground floor and a home for the devel-

op.i, nob.rt Wennett, on the roof. Tlis gid-

d} stack of concrete cards set a benchmark
fór audacity, its upper deck providing stun-

ning viewi and one of the most sought-

aftei party spaces during Art Basel Miami
geach. r'róm this example, the high-end car
park became fi rmly establishe d.

In November, as part of a new six-block
development in the mid-Beach area, Alan
Faena, an Argentine developer, revealed
his parking garage (pictureö. It boasts a

glazed side e]evation that expos_es the ro-

6otic car elevator, which installs and re-

trieves cars from closely stacked shelves: a

preparation for the dance performances in
ih.-F"erra Forum arts centre to which it is
appended. The car park actually only pro-

,rid., room for around 1oo cars (though

there are 3oo subteríanean parking places
beneath the development). Yet still Mr Fae-

na felt that the development needed an
above-ground car park, to b. '? state-

ment".-He had his designed,like the adja-

cent arts centre, by oivra, the fashionable
firm founded by Rem Koolhaas.

Soon the designeí car park will breach
the borders of tlie Beach into the wider
metropolitan area. Later this year in down-
town Miami, Terence Riley, a former cura-

tor at New York's Museum of Modern Art,
will open an 8oo-car garag9 that will be

clad in a crazy collage of different faqades

designed by hve of the world's trendiest
praciices. Although Miami has no mole
iurc p.. person than the rest of America, it

is stiil hugely car-dependent. The competi-
tion among developers to build the most
extravagant or mostitriking take on an oth-

erwise áuil building is tvpical of Miami's
peculiarly intimate giamour, l

Architecture

Pile'em in style

The most exciting architecture in Miami Beach is car parks

l-ren parks are rarely well-designed,
\-r E ren more rarely do they amount to

"design": something to enjoy on a purely

aesth;tic level. However, in Miami Beach,

Florida, the car park has become not just a
building type t}iat is visually pleasing, but
somethingilse entirely: a set piece that of-

fers architécts the chance to show off,

Perhaps because the city has expanded
rapidly ai a travel destination, its new ho-

teÍs aró invariably disappointing dumb cit-

adels of glass and steel that dominate the

city's chaiming old art-deco look apparent-
ly bn purpose. Most galleries and muse-

ums are soulless, too, the glamorous ve-

randa of the Pétez Art Museum not-

withstanding. Miami is largely built on
sand or swaÁp and has a high water-table,
making subterranean parking expensive;
building above ground is a better option,

The first building to turn this inconve-
nience into a design opportunity was the

evo catively title d B allet Valet. Arquite cton-

ica, a locai firm, had established itself in
the r98os with a series of brash, colourful
apartment blocks that were immediately
snapped up as sets for "Miami Vice", a tele-

visión series, and "Scarface", a Cuban
gangster epic. Asked in the following d9-

Óadó to créate a car park that would add
something to a block of boutique shops,
Arquitectónica adapted its garish palate to

the more sensitive 199os by wrapping the

building in a fibreglass mesh with an irriga-

tion sysiem, and filling it with indigenous
clusias and sea lettuce, which ran riot.

Ballet Valet might have remained a one-

off were it not for the arrival of Art Basel in
Miami Beach. When one of the largest art

fairs in Europe was seeking to expand into
America it made an inspired choice, Art
was popular there, both among the Ameri-
can ielóbrity set, who had taken to Miami
Beach as a place to paíty, and among the

wealthy Latin Americans who saw the city
as both their home and their financial base

in America. There were only a handful of
galleries, however. Enteringinto the art{ed
iegeneration of Miami Beach, the carparks
aré i., many ways monuments to the suc-

cess of that relationship, creating spaces

that enable commeíce and art to exist side

by side.
Car parks put developers at the centre

of upcoming areas. Herzog and de Meuron,

Starchitects and their car parkitecture
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