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In the early 20th century, Shanghai counted as one of the world’s most important commercial centers, together with London, New York, Paris and Tokyo. The city was the world’s second-busiest port. Its banks, housed in the imposing hodgepodge of broad European money palaces and slim towers on the Bund, were flush intermediaries in an irresistible trade with Western and Japanese sellers of machine, cotton cloth, medicines and opium. Chinese factories poured out clothing, paper, and other simple manufactured goods at prices foreigners could not mach at home. Commodities in vast quantities moved in both directions. The Bund is Shanghai’s commercial center on the West Bank of the Huangpo River and looks like the gleaming boulevard of a great European capital.

Shanghai was home to its most prominent banks; it has streetcars and running water, beauty parlors, business suits and French fashions. The city’s modernizers were not always European or American of the standard colonial mold. It was also the home of a small but extraordinary group of Jews, many from Iraq, Spain, Portugal and India. Controllers of property, entertainment and financial interests helped create the new world of Shanghai that was neither Occident nor Orient. In World War II, the city stood apart from the world of nations and became a refuge for as many as 30,000 European Jews fleeing the Nazis.
Today, Shanghai is again China’s most proudly modern and global city. Its history of foreign domination is one of China’s ambivalence about what it is willing to give and take from outsiders. Historical Shanghai was corrupt but glamorous, barbaric but sophisticated, repugnant but remunerative. The Chinese government routinely trots out this darker side of Shanghai’s past. The government uses the colonial history of Shanghai, once painted “The Whore of Asia” to remind its public that there’s an enemy world ever ready and willing to humiliate their proud civilization.

The Shanghainese consider themselves China’s best businessmen and –women, most capable public administrators, most global in outlook, and most daring risk-takers. It is no accident that a disproportionate number of Communist Party’s highest leadership came from this city, or that China has singled out Shanghai as the city that will first displace Hong Kong as the mainland’s top financial center and then take its place as one of the top businesses and financial centers of the world.

Shanghai was until recently fairly self-contained, bordered by a countryside of farms. When the Boat Tour commenced shortly after China’s economic liberalization began in the early 1980s, one could still gaze across the water and see rice and vegetable fields, yards with chickens, pigs, geese and shady trees. The Bund had grown dowdy from decades of Communist disdain, and for years few businesses saw any good in it. The grandest buildings had been taken over by regional and municipal agencies with ideological grudges to bear against the old foreign banks and hotels. Even as Shanghai bloomed throughout the 1990s, the bund remained largely dormant.
As Shanghai earned back its commercial bearings, it attempted to restore some international élan by leasing space in one of the big Bund buildings to a giant Kentucky Fried Chicken outlet, which at the time was a luxurious taste of the West for locals. Today, KFC is gone from the Bund, but has found new homes all over the city where it has settled into place as a popular indulgence. Meanwhile, the Bund gains the luster delivered in all world capitals by the international purveyors of lifestyle. Now one can find there Italian chocolates, Evian Spa, spruced-up boutique hotels, and world-class restaurants run by super-star chefs from Paris and New York. Three on the Bund, an entertainment complex on the waterfront, occupies an old office tower that underwent a $50 million renovation steered by one world’s most prominent architects (Michael Graves). It includes what may be the world’s most spectacular site for an art gallery, high above the river with windows out onto the water traffic and the riverfront’s dancing curtain of colored light.

Making all this change possible is a city with real wealth. Average incomes are 10x higher than outside, with a sizable middle-class that makes $10,000 or more a year, and often much more. The official name for the money people make above the income they report is “additional resources.” Many people seem to have them. Jammed on the Bund and elevated highways are private cars that cost thousands more than they do in the united State and Europe. The Shanghai municipality requires drivers to pay a $5,000 permit just to buy one. Top models are back-ordered nonetheless. The boom in private apartments, many costing $100,000 and up, couldn’t happen in a city without lots of additional resource. A boom is fueling the boom. 

In the 1990s foreigners began rushing in again. The Gubei New Area, a whole district of the city, was reconfigured for them. The welcome mat replicated the relative opulence of Taipei, Hong Kong and other Asian cities. Huge deluxe apartment complexes, the size and subtlety of giant Las Vegas hotels, sprang up. The Gubei complexes are so enormous that they make the older buildings look like a row of town houses. Like the old international settlements of old Shanghai which catered to the creature needs of the Europeans and Japanese, it is now a city within Shanghai that replicates the prosperous Asia that lies outside China.
The first wave of newcomers was actually returnees of a sort, the “Overseas Chinese.” Most came from Taiwan which made them an unusual addition to the local scene. Since their government in Taipei has no official standing in China, they arrived with little political protection. But they brought with them two things Shanghai could not resist: money and know-how. The official number of Taiwanese in Shanghai lies between 250,000to 500,000. There are more than 5,000 Taiwanese businesses in town, representing more than $10 billion in foreign investments coming into this city. The growing number of Taiwanese businesses moving to China causes deep fears back home that Taiwan’s economy may hollow out as money and expertise migrate to the mainland.

The Taiwanese working in China tend not to side with the pro-independence crowd. They live a version of unification. They are believers. They already bet on a bigger China, and not just on low-wage manufacturing industries that can pack up and move to cheaper locales on a whim. Shanghai is the new home of Taiwan’s cutting-edge global conglomerates. They bring investment dollars, advanced technology, sound business practices and an international network tied to the world’s best companies. Taiwanese banks, insurance and securities companies and high-tech research laboratories are included in the mix.
For the young overseas Chinese jet set—parents from China; raised in Taiwan or Hong Kong, or perhaps Cleveland, Vancouver, Sao Paolo or eastern Siberia; schooled in the US, Australia or UK—Shanghai is a digital, club-hopping, warp-speed update on Paris in the 1920. Warehouse districts are being converted into galleries while movie studios from Hollywood, Hong Kong and elsewhere move in, creating a nexus of literati, digerati and glitterati that China has never seen before. Gubei also caters to Koreans, Japanese, Indians and other overseas Chinese, mainly from Southeast Asia and Hong Kong. (5-02-11)
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Editor’s Note: In due time, Shanghai will be Capitalism’s capital in the world, much to the consternation of the Americans, British and Germans. The United States has lost that designation due to political infighting and cut-throat strategy. We have an opposition party, aptly labeled the “Party of No” because it obstructs the administration from governing and refuses all invitations to join in the governance. As its leader in the Senate, Mitch McConnell of KY (he’s been silent lately) said in the beginning, “the GOP must not support BHO because if he loses, we win.” We also saw it in their opposition to the replacement of Justice Stevens, voicing their opposition to “whomever” (without knowing who it is) BHO appoints to replace him. This stupid and racist bunch will eat crow in 2012. Shanghai has arrived! Like the phoenix bird, Shanghai has arisen from the ashes of the past and soars to the highest heavens, heralding more productive growth and a better life for its people, much to the envy of the rest of the world.
