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Jerusalem, December 29, 1998: Shimon
Biton places his cellular phone up to the
Western Wall so a relative in France can say
a prayer at the holy site (Photograph by
Menahem Kahana, Agence France-Presse)

nce you recognize that globalization is the international system
that has replaced the Cold War system, is this all you need to
know to explain world affairs today? Not quite. Globalization is
what is new. And if the world were made of just microchips and markets,
you could probably rely on globalization to explain almost everything.
But, alas, the world is made of microchips and markets and men and
women, with all their peculiar habits, traditions, longings and unpre-
dictable aspirations. So world affairs today can only be explained as the
interaction between what is as new as an Internet Web site and what is as




30 THE LEXUS AND THE OLIVE TREH

THE LEXUS AND THE OLIVE TREE

31

old as a gnarled olive tree on the banks of the river Jordan. I first startedd
thinking about this while riding on a train in J. apan in May 1992, eating g
sushi box dinner and traveling at 180 miles per hour. 4
I was in Tokyo on a reporting assignment and had arranged to visif}
the Lexus luxury car factory outside Toyota City, south of Tokyo. It wa s
one of the most memorable tours Ive ever taken. At that time, the facto:
was producing 300 Lexus sedans each day, made by 66 human beingn
and 310 robots. From what I could tell, the human beings were the e
mostly for quality control. Only a few of them were actually screwing i _{‘
bolts or soldering parts together. The robots were doing all the work]
There were even robotic trucks that hauled materials around the floor an
~could sense when a human was in their path and would “beep, beep "
beep” at them to move. I was fascinated watching the robot that applie *
the rubber seal that held in place the front windshield of each Lexus. T -5
robot arm would neatly paint the hot molten rubber in a perfect rectang]
around the window. But what I liked most was that when it finished i y
application there was always a tiny drop of rubber left hanging from
tip of the robot’s finger—like the drop of toothpaste that might be left
the top of the tube after you’ve squeezed it onto your toothbrush. At
Lexus factory, though, this robot arm would swing around in a wide log )
until the tip met a tiny, almost invisible metal wire that would perfectl
slice off that last small drop of hot black rubber—leaving nothing lef§
over. I kept staring at this process, thinking to myself how much pla
ning, design and technology it must have taken to get that robot arm to dey
its job and then swing around each time, at the precise angle, so that 9
little thumbnail-size wire could snip off the last drop of hot rubber for th
robot to start clean on the next window. I'was impressed. «;f
After touring the factory, I went back to Toyota City and boarded thel
bullet train for the ride back to Tokyo. The bullet train is aptly named, f e
it has both the look and fee] of a speeding bullet. As I nibbled away
_one of those sushi dinner boxes you can buy in any Japanese train statio :,:
I was reading that day’s International Herald Tribune, and a story caugly
my eye on the top right corner of page 3. It was about the daily Stat}
Department briefing. State Department spokeswoman Margaret b
Tutwiler had given a controversial interpretation of a 1948 Uni ;,‘
Nations resolution, relating to the right of return for Palestinian refuge e

A

to Israel. I don’t remember al] the details, but wh,
was, it had clearly agitated both the Arabs and
furor in the Middle East, which this story was

So there I was speeding alohg at 180 miles
ern train in the world

atever her interpretation
the Israelis and sparked a
reporting.

, identifies ug and locates us in this world—whether it be
belonging to a family, a community, a tribe, a nation, a religion of, most
of all, a place called home. Olive trees are what give us the warmth of
family, the joy of individuality, the intimacy of personal rituals, the depth

of private relationships, as well as the confidence and security to reach

ovel One Hundred Years of Solitude:
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Mirquez tells of a village where people were afflicted with a strange §
plague of forgetfulness, a kind of contagious amnesia. Starting with _
the oldest inhabitants and working its way through the population,
the plague causes people to forget the names of even the most com- §
mon everyday objects. One young man, still unaffected, tries to limit §
the damage by putting labels on everything, “This is a table,” “ This is
a window,” “This is a cow; it has to be milked every morning.” And at 3
the entrance to the town, on the main road, he puts up two large signs. '
One reads “The name of our village is Macondo,” and the larger one )
reads “God exists.” The message I get from that story is that we can,
and probably will, forget most of what we have learned in life—the 4
math, the history, the chemical formulas, the address and phone num- -
ber of the first house we lived in when we got married—and all that 4
forgetting will do us no harm. But if we forget whom we belong to,
and if we forget that there is a God, something profoundly human in
us will be lost.

. 4]
But while olive trees are essential to our very being, an attachment
one’s olive trees, when taken to excess, can lead us into forging identi
ties, bonds and communities based on the exclusion of others. And wheif
these obsessions really run amok, as with the Nazis in Germany, or th'
murderous Aum Shinrikyo cult in Japan or the Serbs in Yugoslavia, theg
lead to the extermination of others. ffj
Conflicts between Serbs and Muslims, Jews and Palestinians, Arm
nians and Azeris over who owns which olive tree are so venomous pr‘e'
cisely because they are about who will be at home and anchored in
local world and who will not be. Their underlying logic is: I must controf
this olive tree, because if the other controls it, not only will I be econo ",
ically and politically under his thumb, but my whole sense of home wi ?
be lost. I'll never be able to take my shoes off and relax. Few things a
more enraging to people than to have their identity or their sense of homé
stripped away. They will die for it, kill for it, sing for it, write poetry for i
and novelize about it. Because without a sense of home and belonging;
life becomes barren and rootless. And life as a tumbleweed is no life at ;

{o then what does the Lexus represent? It represents an equallyj
fundamental, age-old human drive—the drive for sustenance

- THE L

EXUS AND THE OLIVE TREE 33

jmprovement, prosperity and modernization—as it is played out in
today’s globalization system. The Lexus represents all the burgeoning
global markets, financial institutions and computer technologies with
which we pursue higher living standards today.

Of course, for millions of people in developing countries, the quest
for material improvement still involves walking to a well, subsisting on a
dollar a day, plowing a field barefoot behind an ox or gathering wood and
carrying it on their heads for five miles. These people still upload for a
living, not download. But for millions of others in developed countries,
this quest for material betterment and modernization is increasingly con-
ducted in Nike shoes, shopping in integrated markets and using the new
network technologies. The point is that while different people have dif-
ferent access to the new markets and technologies that characterize the
globalization system, and derive highly unequal benefits from them, this
doesn’t change the fact that these markets and technologies are the defin-
ing economic tools of the day and everyone is either directly or indirectly
affected by them.

The Lexus versus the olive tree, though, is just a modern version of a
very old story—indeed one of the oldest stories in recorded history—the
story of why Cain slew Abel. The Hebrew Bible says in Genesis: “Cain
said to his brother Abel; And when they were in the field, Cain rose up
against his brother Abel and killed him. Then the Lord said to Cain,
‘Where is your brother Abel?” And he said, ‘I do not know. Am I my
brother’s keeper?’ And the Lord said, ‘What have you done? The voice of
your brother’s blood is crying to me from the ground.” ”

If you read this paragraph closely you notice that the Hebrew Bible
never tells us what Cain actually said to Abel. The sentence reads that
“Cain said to his brother Abel,” and then it just stops. We are not privy to
the conversation. What happened in the conversation between them that
got Cain so angry that he would actually kill his brother Abel? My theol-
ogy teacher, Rabbi Tzvi Marx, taught me that the rabbinic sages in Gene-
sis Rabbah, one of the fundamental rabbinic commentaries on the Bible,
give three basic explanations of what was said. One is that the two broth-
€rs were arguing about a woman—Eve. After all, there was only one
woman on earth at the time, their mother, and they were arguing over
which brother would get to marry her. They were arguing over sexual
fulfillment and procreation. Another interpretation posits that Cain and
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Abel had basically divided up the world between them. Cain had all v
real estate—or as the Bible says, “Cain became a tiller of the soil”— )
Abel had all the movables and livestock—*“Abel became a keeper o
sheep.” And according to this interpretation, Cain told Abel to get 4
sheep off Cain’s property and this triggered a fight over territory
eventually ended with Cain slaying Abel in the heat of the argume
They were fighting over economic development and material fulﬁllme
The third interpretation is that the two brothers had already nea
divided everything in the world between them, except one critical th1
that was still up for grabs: Where would the Temple be built that wou
reflect their particular religious and cultural identity? Each wanted &
control that Temple and have it reflect his identity. Each wanted 'E
Temple in his olive grove. They were fighting over the issue of 1dent1
and which of them would be the keeper of their family’s source of legx
macy. So, the rabbis noted, all the basic elements of human motlvant
are potentially there in one story: the need for sexual intimacy, the neey
for sustenance and the need for a sense of identity and community. I b
leave matters of sex for somebody else. This book is about the other twig
That’s why I like to say that information arbitrage provides the lens ;
we need to look into today’s world, but lenses alone are not enough. ;
also need to know what we are looking at and for. And what we are loo
ing at and for is how the age-old quests for material betterment and fol A
individual and communal identity—which go all the way back to Gen
sis—play themselves out in today’s dominant international system A
globalization. This is the drama of the Lexus and the olive tree. A

n the Cold War system, the most likely threat to your olive tree .

from another olive tree. It was from your neighbor coming over, Vi
lently digging up your olive tree and planting his in its place. That ‘-"
has not been eliminated today, but, for the moment, it has been dimi d
ished in many parts of the world. The biggest threat today to your olid
tree is likely to come from the Lexus—from all the anonymous, trans "’
tional, homogenizing, standardizing market forces and technologies thi
make up today’s globalizing economic system. There are some thin, :
about this system that can make the Lexus so overpowering it can ovel
run and overwhelm every olive tree in sight—breaking down commu s
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ties, steamrolling environments and crowding out traditions—and this
can produce a real olive tree backlash. But there are other things about
this system that empower even the smallest, weakest political commu-
nity to actually use the new technologies and markets to preserve their
olive trees, their culture and identity. Traveling the world in recent years,
again and again I have come on this simultaneous wrestling match, tug-
of-war, balancing act between the Lexus and the olive tree.

The Lexus and olive tree wrestling with each other in the new system
of globalization was reflected in Norway’s 1994 referendum about
whether or not to join the European Union. That should have been a slam
dunk for Norwegians. After all, Norway is in Europe. It is a rich, devel-
oped country and it has a significant amount of intra-European trade.
Joining the EU made all the economic sense in the world for Norway in a
world of increasing globalization. But the referendum failed, because too
many Norwegians felt joining the EU would mean uprooting too much
of their own Norwegian identity and way of life, which, thanks to Nor-
wegian North Sea oil (sold into a global economy), the Norwegians
could still afford to preserve—without EU membership. Many Norwe-
gians looked at the EU and said to themselves, “Now let me get this
straight. T am supposed to take my Norwegian identity and deposit it into
a Euro-Cuisinart, where it will be turned into Euromush by Eurobureau-
crats paid in Eurodollars at the Euro-Parliament in the Eurocapital cov-
ered by Eurojournalists? Hey, no, thanks. I'd rather be Sten from
Norway. I’d rather cling to my own unique olive tree identity and be a lit-
tle less efficient economically.”

The olive tree backlashing against the Lexus is the August 1999 story
from France, by The Washington Post’s Anne Swardson, about Philippe
Folliot, the mayor of the southwestern French village of St. Pierre-
de-Trivisy—population 610. Folliot and the St. Pierre-de-Trivisy town
council slapped a 100-percent tax on bottles of Coca-Cola sold at the
town’s camp ground, in retaliation for a tariff that the United States had
slapped on Roquefort cheese, which is produced only in the southwest-
em French region around St. Pierre-de-Trivisy. As he applied some
Roquefort to a piece of crusty bread, Folliot told Swardson, “Roquefort
1 made from the milk of only one breed of sheep, it is made in only one
Place in France, and it is made in only one special way. It is the opposite
of globalization. Coca-Cola you can buy anywhere in the world and it is







