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. When I first traveled to China in 1986 to spend a year studying at two 

Chinese universities, I was surprised to find myself immediately trans

formed from a poor college student with barely enough money to buy 

the odd pizza and six-pack of beer in the United States to a "rich for

eigner" with much more to spend than my Chinese classmates. The 

problem with this elevation of my fortunes, I soon discovered, was that 

outside the fancy new hotels catering to foreign tourists, there were 

few places to shop and not much to buy. This was a China very differ

ent from the one most visitors find today. Now llixury cars, fashionably 

dressed Chinese, and omnipresent advertising fill cities that resemble 

endless strip malls with street after street of stores big and sm~. 
It's difficult to convey how quickly consumer lifestyles have taken 

hold throughout China since the market reforms initiated at the end 

of the 1970s. Today any visitor can see that the newly middle-class ur

ban Chinese consumers are dearly catching up with their counterparts 

in wealthier countries. Although China's total consumer spending of 

$4 trillion is still less than half that of the United States, it has sur

passed consumer spending in Japan and is closing in on that of the Eu

ropean Union. It has taken China just a few years to learn what took 
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AS CHINA GOES, 50 GOES THE WORLD 

these consumer countries decades: how to spend. Chinese have al

ready become the world's largest consumers of everything from mo

bile phones to beer; they have embraced consumer habits that see 

them increasingly living in large single-occupancy homes, shopping in 

chain stores, and eating meat-based diets served in fast-food outlets. 

Chinese consumers are also spending on new leisure activities, from 

vacationing in exotic locations to attending professional sports events. 

Even rural Chinese, long the laggards of Chinese consumerism, are 

buying more cars and larger houses, and filling the latter with com

puters and televisions. 
Although China remains a nominally socialist country, consumer

ism is now deeply entrenched in all areas of Chinese life. Perhaps my 

favorite example is the growth of the personal grooming industry. 

When I first began to travel to China, a consumer had little choice. 

One· could find few beauty products and even fewer places outside the 

grungy state-run shops to get a haircut, much less a facial, pedicure, 

or scalp massage. Even state-run shops were hard to find, operated by 

unmotivated workers, and open only during the regular business day. 

Two decades later, cosmetics and beauty sales in China have skyrock

eted, from $24 million in 1982 to over $168 billion in 2009; such prod

ucts are now available in more than 1.6 million hair salons, department 

stores, and boutiques. A country that a few decades ago was full of 

socialist citizens sporting unisex baggy Mao suits and blunt haircuts 

now has more than 11 million people generating billions of yuan in 

profits by thinking all day, every day, about other people's hair, nails, 

and faces. From just fifty companies manufacturing soap and sham

poo in the late 1970s, the growing personal grooming industry now 

includes some four thousand cosmetics companies and six hundred 

beauty-related professional training institutes. Every major global cos

metics and hair care brand now sells in China. In 1981, Japan's largest 

cosmetics manufacturer, Shiseido, was the first international firm to 
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INTRODUCTION 

enter the Chinese market; three decades later, it has five thousand 

boutiques there. The beauty industry-perhaps the ultimate consum

erist industry and one unthinkable in China thirty years ago, when 

Maoists derided personal adornment as "bourgeois"-has now be

come the fifth largest sector of the massive Chinese economy, trailing 

only property, cars, tourism, and information technology. 

But as Chinese consumers attempt to catch up and overtake their 

counterparts in the leading consumer countries, the consequences 

are radically transforming their society and the world. The rise of the 

Chinese consum~r is first and foremost a story about changes in China 

over the last three decades. But to borrow from the old Pogo cartoon, 

we have met the enemy and he is us. Without question, Chinese cul

ture shapes and explains many of the impacts of the rapidly expanding 

Chinese consumerism, but the reason that traveling Americans, Eu

ropeans, and Japanese now feel so at home in Beijing and Shanghai is 

because, in an essential sense, they are. The same brands, stores, and, 

brdadly speaking, shopping experiences they are accustomed to back 

home now await them in China as well. (Including, unfortunately, 

many of the same negative consequences, such as increased pollut

ants, waste, disparity, and obesity.) While the United States and the 

rest of the world certainly stand to reap benefits from China's heady 

embrace of consumerism, including a new and expanding market for 

their products, nobody yet fully understands just what they might be 

sowing, for the Chinese or for the rest of the globe, by continuing to 

insist that the Chinese consume more and more. 

So what are the collective implications of individual consumer 

choices for China and the rest of the world? While many journalist~, 

scholars, and critics have already found much to worry about as China 

joins the industrialized family of natio.ns-the outsourcing of manu

facturing jobs, competition for 'oil, human rights violations, growing 

Chinese military budgets, and rising carbon emissions-they have gen-
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erally overlooked the effects of somethi~g subtler but equally pro

found: China's rapid development of a consumer culture. Th~s book 

makes the case that Chinese consumers, with help from their counter

parts in other industrialized countries, are already shaping the future 

we will all share. 

From Communism to Consumerism 

To better understand China's decision to follow this course and its com

mitment to making it succeed, you might find a bit of historical perspec

tive helpful. With the establishment of the People's Republic of China 

in 1949, Mao Zedong announced that China had "stood up," meaning 

that the country, which had been dominated by foreign imperialist pow

ers for the previous hundred years, would now control its own destiny. 

For its first thirty years, as market economies from America to Japan 

were developing modem consumer societies, the PRC tried to develop 

its industrial economy with as little integration into those capitalist 

economies as possible, and exercised its sovereignty by pursuing poli

cies to limit the availability of consumer goods and to channel scarce 

resources to heavy industry. The state's priorities at this time were pro
ductipist: to make or facilitate the making of things that make more 

things ("producer goods" such as steel and chemicals) rather than things 

that could be used directly ("consumer goods" such as. bicycles and 

toothpaste). The Chinese leaders and bureaucrats making choices on 

behalf of the country chose to restrict consumer spending by limiting 

consumer goods. Consequently, the Chinese found little to buy. 

But this all changed with the death of Mao and the rise of Deng 

Xiaoping in 1978. Now China's leaders decided that "opening to the 

outside world" (meaning the capitalist world) was essential to secur

ing the technology and investment necessary to develop its economy. 
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The Mao era's go-it-alone approach had, they decided, outlived its 

usefulness, and the risks of creating inequality within China and de

pendence on capitalist countries were outweighed by the potential 

gain: China's recovering its historical place as a wealthy and powerful 

nation. Since 1978 and the start of the Reform Era, which continues 

down to the present, China, in exchange for money and know-how from 

capitalist countries, has had to grad~1ally cede control over its foreign 

and domestic trade policies, a process culminating in its decision to 

join the World Trade Organization in 2001. Things were changing be

fore then, but after 2001 nothing would be the same. With WTO mem

bership, China has had to grant foreign companies greater access to 

potential Chinese consumers, and the process has accelerated tremen

dously. While international trade organizations and foreign govern

ments pushed these policy changes on China, the decision to embrace 

them began a shift that has moved China ever closer to a market econ

omy and the Chinese increasingly toward modem consumer lifestyles. 

1 This shift from a centrally controlled command economy toward 

a consumer economy was not merely another imposition of imperial

ism from abroad. This time China actually welcomed and encouraged 

foreign influences, or at least resigned itself to playing by the rules of 

the major market economies, most notably the United States. With 

Deng's rise to power, the country's leaders began to dismantle the state

controlled planned economy to prepare the soil in which foreign in

vestors were invited to plantthe seeds of market-led growth. Following 

the examples set by Japan, Taiwan, Chile, South Korea, and Singapore, 

Deng created a market economy mixed with authoritarian centralized 

control that he called "socialism with Chinese characteristics" (but 

that might more accurately be called "privatization with Chinese char

acteristics"). The massive expansion of industrialization that quickly 

, developed was nurtured by a reliance on exports, an opening to for- · 

eign investment, and support for technology transfer to China through 

7 



AS CHINA GOES, SO GOES THE WORLD 

joint ventures with foreign companies. But China's leaders still at

tempted to restrict access to imported consumer goods and limit the 

influence of consumers on economic growth. This was born of a de

sire not so much to limit consumerism as to channel it, to ensure that 

the result was long-term growth in national wealth rather than an out

rush of Chinese capital to pay for ephemeral consumer delights. 

Despite continued limitations on outside access to Chinese con

sumers, the developed nations were not only welcome but eager part

ners as they sought access to cheap labor and to a vast emerging 

market for their products. For decades investors from around the 

world have rushed to invest hundreds of billions of dollars.simply on 

the promise of breaking into the Chinese market and gaining access 

to these potential consumers. The reasons are clear: .the country has 

hundreds of millions of not only new middle-class consumers but also 

first-time buyers in any number of product categories who haven't yet 

established brand preferences. In that sense, Chinese consumers are 

like the golden demographic for marketers in the United States: 

youngsters with disposable incomes who are just learning to prefer 

Pepsi or Coke. 

. As Chinese become more like consumers in developed nations, 

we forget just how recent the Chinese policies designed to promote 

consumer spending are. Since the 1990s, the country's leaders have 

understood that the massive budget and trade deficits 'of its biggest 

trading partner, the United States, were unsustainable and have 

wanted to decoupie their economy from an overreliance on economic 

growth fueled by exports. Even before the 2008 global economic 

crisis, they recognized that it was only a matter of time before the 

American and European consumer markets were saturated with inex

pensive Chinese imports and heavily indebted Western consumers 

were less and less able to pay for lifestyles based on consuming more 

and more. Chinese leaders now began to view stimulating consumer 
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desire as not a wasteful endpoint, the death of production, but rather · 

the starting point of production. 

These policies actually reflected a remarkable shift from the 

export-led growth model promoted by earlier policy makers such as 

Zhao Ziyang in the late 1980s. The often-used metaphor of "unleash

ing the Chinese consumer" mistakenly assumes an inherent desire 

among Chinese consumers and overlooks that Chinese politicians have 

actually been pushing their population to consume more. Rather than 

depend on the buying habits of foreign consumers, China decided to 

become its own best customer and to teach its citizens to consume 

more like Americans. It is true that when the going gets tough, as with 

the economic crisis that began in 2008, Chinese leaders tend to revert 

to familiar productivist habits, namely, the use of state demand to re

vive the economy by channeling resources into state-owned enterprises 

and endless infrastructure projects such as roads and airports. But this 

does not diminish their commitment to increasing the country's an

nual average consumption rate from 33 percent of GDP (the lowest 

of any major economy) to something closer to the US and world av

erage of 70-80 percent. That's immeasurably more consumer desire 

translated into a lot more air-conditioners, automobiles, bottled water, 

and vacations. 

The 2008 global financial crisis has only increased the urgency of 

the calls of political and business leaders around the world for Chi

nese con,sumers to rescue the global economy by saving less and con

suming more-much more. At the height of the crisis in late October 

of 2008, for instance, the New York Times editorial page, under the 

heading "As China Goes, So Goes ... " urged the Chinese govern

ment to stop "clinging to the old export strategy" and to encourage its 

consumers to spend more. Then-president George W. Bush also urged 

the Chinese government to further stimulate domestic consumption, 

hoping out loud "that China changes from a saving society to a con-
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suming society." The Obama administration has pursued much the 

same policy. In a speech at Beijing University in 2009, treasury secre

tary Tim Geithner praised China's leaders for recogllizing that "sustain

able growth will require a substantial shift from external to domestic 

demand, from investment and export driven growth, to growth led by 

consumption." 

These and similar calls by the European Union and Japan for 

China to reduce its massive trade imbalances by increasing imports 

and consuming more are based on hopes that Chinese consumers will 

become the new motor of global economiC demand and growth. ·Most 

mainstream economists and policy makers argue that Chinese con

sumption may in fact save the global economy, that Chinese demand 

for American and European high-tech goods, financial services, and 

other products will create jobs and economic growth in the United 

States and other leading economies and lead to a stable, increasingly 

capitalistic, and eventually (though this is touted less often nowadays) 

democratic China. In short, China's consuming more will prove a pan

acea for all that ails the leading economies. The implication, pressed 

to a logical extreme, is that China can save the world by doing its part 

to consume goods and resources faster. 

The Chinese leadership has its own reasons for wanting to pro

mote domestic consumption and to shift China from a producing to a 

consuming society. In 2008, Ll Keqiang, a rising political star, voiced 

the conventional wisdom among top Chinese policy makers that "boost

ing domestic demand is essential for propping up growth," especially 

in the face of global economic weakness. To provide customers for all 

those Chinese products previously bound for saturated American and 

other developed markets, China's leaders have implemented policies 

to dismantle barriers to increased Chinese consumption, including 

making it easier for banks to lend money by easing credit and reserve 

restrictions, and discouraging savings by lowering interest rates. Rec-
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ognizing the vast potential consumer market living outside its cities, 

Chinese officials have also attempted to stimulate rural consumption 

by improving the power grid and subsidizing the cost of cell phones, 

washing machines, and flat-screen televisions. To indirectly encourage 

consumers to tap into their "rainy day savings," they have also begun to 

restrengthen social welfare provisions by introducing health insurance 

and ensuring state-mandated minimum incomes. 

And they have implemented these policies with their own grow

ing sense of alarm. Wanting to avoid the stagnation experienced by 

other Asian export-led economies such as Japan, Korea, and Taiwan, 

Chinese leaders have identified domestic demand as the key to long

term economic growth. To China's leaders, promoting domestic con

sumption and modem lifestyles is seen as a way-perhaps even the 

only way-for China to build national wealth and international power 

and to ensure the leaders' own power domestically. Thus, as political 

scientist Patricia M. Thornton suggests, there are political as well as 

economic motivations for the promotion of consumerism and the 

conversion of the activist revolutionary masses of the Mao Zedong era 

into the more atomized and politically passive consumers of the con

temporary Reform Era. 

Creating Consumers 

But prodding Chinese consumers to spend much more faces many 

hurdles, not the least of which is one often forgotten amid all the dis

cussions of Chinese consumerism: China remains a very poor country. 

Hundreds of millions of China's 1.3 billion "consumers" include the 

rural poor, who spend too little and have too little to spend. While it's 

obviously hard for Chinese consumers to spend what they don't have, 

more liberal financial policies have begun to make it easier for middle-
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class urban consumers to borrow to buy more now. China's personal 

loan market, established only in 1997, is growing quickly, with mort

gage lending expanding by an average of 80 percent annually. Another 

challenge has been the traditional thriftiness of the Chinese, who 

save, on average, anywhere from a quarter to a half of their income (a 

sharp contrast to the U.S. rate, which hovers above 1 percent in 2010, 

one of the lowest rates in the world). Worry over potential health care 

costs, retirement, education, and housing expenses, all once covered 

by the socialist state, currently preoccupies most Chinese and creates 

policy challenges for the government. The global financial crisis has 

only added to this new era of job insecurity. 

Still, the Chinese are indeed learning to buy much more. The new 

opportunities to borrow are quickly reversing China's culture of sav

ing, and as the Chinese borrow more they are becoming, in popular 

parlance, mortgage slaves, car slaves, credit card slaves, and a new class 

of young big spenders that has become known as the "tapped-out-by

the-end-of-the-month clan." In late 2009, 30 percent of Chinese fam

ilies were spending more than half of their income to pay back loans. 

Government and business policies have also begun to ease constraints 

on spending by offering limited pension plans and health insurance. 

Such policies have also increased buying power by giving civil ser

vants pay raises, increasing personal income tax exemptions, abolish

ing agricultural taxes, and allowing the Chinese currency to appreciate 

(within limits). 

The Chinese government has also enacted specific policies to pro

mote leisure spending as it has tried to move its economy away from 

an overreliance on polluting and energy-intensive heavy industry. 

China has implemented weekends, also called "double leisure days," 

and the forty-hour workweek. To vacation is promoted as patriotic. 

The government's intention, as announced by former vice premier 

Wu Yi at the 2006 Hangzhou World Leisure Expo, is to see that lei-
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sure does not become "the privilege of a minority of people" but pop

ular and widespread. The most high profile of these efforts was the 

creation of Japanese-style "Golden Weeks," three seven-day annual 

national holidays around the Chinese Lunar New Year, Labor Day, 

and National Day Golden Week (commemorating the establishment 

of the People's Republic of China on October 1, 1949). These holidays 

provided a huge boost to domestic tourism, so much so that the gov

ernment eventually discontinued them in an attempt to spread the 

times the Chinese traveled more evenly throughout the year (the 

equivalent of the U.S. government's abolishing the Thanksgiving and 

Christmas holidays to more evenly distribute spending .and travel). 

Promoting vacation days has led to the overnight creation of a massive 

tourist industry in China, now a critical and deeply entrenched part of 

the economy. Travel agencies (like barbershops, previously few and 

state-run) have become ubiquitous. Similarly, the province of Hainan 

Island, once a sparsely populated and underdeveloped hinterland off 

the coast of Vietnam, is becoming for the Chinese what Hawaii is to 

Americans. 

Loosely defined, consumerism has been around in China for hun

dreds and arguably thousands of years. But the fundamental trans

formations necessary to produce the defining attributes of modern 

consumerism have in fact been under way since around 1900. This 

nascent consumer culture included the spread of mass-produced goods 

and their display and discussion in newspapers, which began to spread 

in China around that time. Then as now, people used these new goods 

to communicate to the world who they were. Of course, the posses

sions that define a Chinese person as prosperous have changed dramati

cally over time. In the early twentieth century, electric fans, lightbulbs, 

and even something as basic as a Western-style bowler hat set one 

apart. During the Maoist era, Chinese consumers sought four func

tional status symbols: bicycles, watches, sewing machines, and radios, 
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lmown as "the four things that go 'round.''. As expectations rose in the 

1980s, Chinese hoped to purchase "six big things": videocassette re

corders, televisions, washing machines, cameras, refrigerators, and 

electric fans. By 2000, consumers desired even more expensive items, 

with air-conditioning units becoming the most sought after product 

by consumers in the country's eleven largest cities. Demand also rose 

for personal computers, mobile phones, color televisions, microwave 

ovens, and video equipment. In the countryside, motorcycles topped 

the shopping lists of ten million Chinese as motorized vehicles in

creasingly replaced human- or animal-powered transport such as bi

cycles and donkey carts. Since then, modern Chinese consumer desire 

has expanded to the consumption of experiences, such as education, 

leisure travel, and cultural events such as the Beijing Olympics. 

Today as many as a third of the population, or 430 million Chinese, 

could be classified as middle class (the core consumer class), which is 

defi:qed as any household with at least six of such electronic products 

as TVs, refr;igerators, washing machines, telephones, mobile phones, 

stereos, DVD players, air-conditioners, and microwaves. By another 

measure, about 13 percent of China's population, more than 150 mil

lion people, can afford to own some luxury goods such as designer 

clothes, expensive handbags, and brand-name watches. That's a lot of 

people at the grassroots level-and not just politicians and business 

leaders-with a vested interest in the new economic and social order 

of consumerism and the politics that promote it. 

Yet consumerism implies more than the increased purchasing of 

more goods. It refers as well to the orientation of social life around con

'sumer products and services, to the entrenchment of consumerism into 

the everyday life of a society in which one converses and communicates 

with others through things bought in markets (where 'Would you like a 

Coke?" replaces 'Would you like a sugar water?"). In a consumer culture, 

individuals define themselves not only through their ancestry, accent, 
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job, hometown, or religious affiliation but also through things-the way 

driving a gas-guzzling Hummer conveys something different about a 

person from owning a fuel-efficient Prius does. Consumerism thus re

fers to the ways individuals, groups, and nations have increasingly come 

to de~ne their identities through the consumption of mass-produced 

and mass-discussed goods and services. 

Consumer culture changes the ways we experience the world. 

Once you have had your hair styled in a clean, air-conditioned salon 

by a trained and courteous professional, it becomes harder to imag

ine returning to the state-owned barbershops. Likewise, once you are 

accustomed to using a private bathroom in the comfort of your own 

home rather than a shared neighborhood public toilet, it is hard to go 

back to squatting next to your neighbors. As a twenty-five-year-old 

woman from Nanchang recounted, "I used a public toilet when I was 

a child. At that time everybody did because we didn't have a private 

one in our home. I can't imagine going back to the time when tens of 

households had to share the same restroom; it would be too inconve

nient and too embarrassing." 

As China Goes ... 

Before consumers can appreciate an advertisement contrasting Coke 

versus Pepsi and learn to prefer one to the other, they need to learn to 

desire Coke or Pepsi rather than water or tea. On April 15, 1981, at 

the official opening of Coca-Cola's first bottling plant in Chin~ since 

the Communist Revolution in 1949, company chairman Roberto C. 

Goizueta claimed that date might well "be one of the most important 

days in the history of our company, and, in more ways than one, in the 

history of the world." We may be tempted to dismiss this claim as the 

boast of a world-class marketer. But the return of Coke to China sym-
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bolized the endorsement of unabashed consumerism in the largest 

nation on earth. Now nearly all the key issues facing China, and to 

some extent the planet, revolve around Chinese consumers, from the 

political legitimacy of the Communist Party to the radical transfor

mation of the everyday lives of a fifth of the world's population, from 

the health of the global economy to the environmental welfare of the 

planet. 

To promote consumerism, China's leaders must continue their 

remarkable shift away from an obsession with state-controlled pro

duction and an export-led growth model that depends on overseas 

consumers. In its place, they must enact policies that allow-and even 

prod-consumers to drive the economy. Clearly its earlier emphasis 

on production served China well, as confirmed by ~ven a cursory in

spection of the products surrounding everyone in countries that have 

been consuming cheap Chinese goods for decades. But it's now obvi

ous that the world has at least as much reason to care about Chinese 

consumption as about Chinese production. Even if Chinese consum

ers manage to spend enough to rescue the world economy, what are 

the global implications of the Chinese driving more cars, eating more 

beef, and going on more vacations? And what are the political impli

cations of growing economic inequality, corruption, and new con

sumer activism? The changes described in this book, good and bad, 

are already well under way. Millions of Chinese have gone from poor 

to middle class; the Chinese do have access to a broader range of goods, 

conveniences, and experiences than ever before-benefits that have 

· improved their lives in innumerable ways and that consumers in de

veloped nations have long taken for granted. At the same time, China 

is already the largest greenhouse gas emitter; new Chinese diets are 

endangering species; fake Chinese drugs and airplane. components 

are sold around the world; Chinese companies, backed by their pow

erful government, are starting to buy out or challenge established 
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global brands, renewing and deepening the world's commitment to 
consumerism. 

The consequences, intended and unintended, of this transforma

tion in China are changing the world in significant but often unidenti

fied ways. What is certain is that China's future and the future of the 

world will be profoundly shaped by China's rush toward consumerism. 

As the following chapters show, as China goes, so goes the world. 
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China Creates a Car Culture and Economy 

Today's China sounds different. Back when I arrived in Nanjing for 

my junior year in college in 1986, one of the first things that struck me 

was the absence of car noise, signaling, of course, the absence of cars. 

As I rode the Communist-era bus from the airport, aside from the 

growl of its engine and the tooting horns of a handful of trucks and 

cars, the air was instead full of the 'ringing of bicycle bells and the 

whirring of their wheels .. 

Determined to hit the ground running, the next morning, as the 

other students slept, I got up early to change money, finding my way 

to the brand-new luxury hotel towering over the heart of the city. Built 

to comfortably house foreign businesspeople, the hotel did not admit 

Chinese. That morning a dozen stood at its entrance simply gawking 

at their city's first high-rise. I marched right in, along with a group of 

Chinese teenagers sporting Nikes; only much later did I learn that the 

hotel guards identified overseas Chinese and allowed them entry by 

looking at their shoes-most local Chinese were still wearing either 

cloth or inexpensive leather. After changing money, I set off by bus 

across town to the Friendship Store, where foreigners, and Chinese , 

with a special currency, could buy Chinese trinkets and hard-to-find 

19 



li!S CHINA GOES, SO GOES THE WORLD 

imported items. The bus chugged along as an ocean of bicycles as far 

as the eye could see floated past, carrying an army of Chinese pedal

ing their way to work and weaving back and forth in front of the bus 

as if to assert the self-evident fact that the road was theirs. 

Safely delivered to the store, I browsed a little and selected a bike. 

Its most distinguishing feature was the lack of any-namely, it looked 

like a shinier version of the thousands of bicycles I had already seen on 

China's roads, and so seemed to promise that it would carry me around 

this new and exciting city. But to my surprise, the store clerk wouldn't 

allow me to buy it. I had assumed that all I needed to buy something was 

enough of the right kind of money. I had had only a year of college Chi

nese, barely enough to correctly pronounce the tones of my Chinese 

name (Ge Kai, two charact.ers pronounced with tones that each rise and 

fall), so it was hard to follow what the problem was, but I eventually fig

ured out that I needed a ration coupon from my employer, or "work 

unit." The store workers (they could hardly be called "salespeople," as 

they did not seem very interested in selling anything) realized the absur

dity of the situation, but it took some lengthy deliberations and a few 

phone calls, for reasons still unclear to me, before I could buy the bike. 

I rode off triumphantly back toward campus, anxious to share my 

victory with my American classmates (who were later taken en masse 

to the same store, where they bought bicycles without incident). Along 

the way home, though, the bicycle began to disintegrate, as parts started 

to come loose, and finally, as I rounded a comer, the bell fell off and 

tumbled down the street. I later learned that new Chinese bikes only 

looked assembled. Every part required additional tightening and, as 

one Chinese friend told me, a good rainstorm to rust the parts to

gether. Chinese bicycles were notoriously poorly built and required 

constant maintenance. The following semester, when I was studying 

at Beijing University, one stude;t taught me a local expression: "Ev

ery part of a bike makes noise except the bell." 
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What made the joke work, of course, was the fact that in 1986 you 

could still hear bicycles. Today, they are overwhelmingly .drowned out 

by the rumble of car engines. The change was so abrupt-in less than 

ten years-that the brains of those familiar with China before its rapid 

embrace of a car culture still haven't quite adjusted to the difference 

in sounds. In fact, a distinguishing feature of China's embrace of con

sumerism is its headlong nature-what Western consumers took de

cades or a century or so to adopt, Chinese are managing in mere years. 

By any measure, the accomplishment is impressive. It also defies con

trols and begets consequences that beget yet more consequences. I 

treasured my bicycle because it gave me mobility without the need to 

rely on the slow and extremely crowded buses. (To this day, after my 

experiences pushing my way onto China's overcrowded buses, I still 

see an elevator as always having room for one more.) My bicycle al

lowed me to explore the city and to do so relatively safely, as there were 

very few private cars, and the noisy, slow-moving buses posed little 

threat. Getting a taxi was expensive and difficult-you had to order one 

or find a queue at a hotel for foreigners. That was in 1986. Jump for

ward two decades. Today cabs are so common I grow impatient if I 

have to wait more than a few minutes to hail one. Those cities that once 

hummed with the sound of tiny bicycle bells now roar with the sound of 

endless cars pushing through ever-heavier traffic to hotels where even 

the locals can enjoy the luxury of plush lobbies and feather beds. 

This change is what makes the story of the car in China so impor

tant. In the early 1980s, China had only one car or truck for every 1,200 

of its 800 million people; for local transportation, the vast majority of 

Chinese relied on bicycles. Indeed, the bicycle-the manufactured 

product most closely associated with Mao's China-had served as an 

iconic image of China for over half a century. While the decade that 

followed my first visit to China saw a steady increase in the number of 

motor vehicles on those once blissfully quiet roads, at the end of the 
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1990s China's car industry went into overdrive, and within a decade 

China overtook the United States as the world's largest market for 

cars and also one of the world's largest manufacturers of cars. This was 

no accident, nor a mere "correction" in the market, but the result of 

deliberate policies. 
Why did China's leaders elect to build a.car industry and culture 

almost overnight, thereby making their economy and society-like 

ours in the industrialized world-highly dependent on cars? Consider 

that Chinese grade-school students in the mid-1990s were still being 

taught the dangers of an American-style car culture; state-approved 

textbooks told them that America's car culture was unsafe,. polluting, 

and wasteful of natural resources. At the same time, the country's top 

scientists were advising against going cl.own this route. They cited the 

inevitable accompanying need to import massive amounts of oil and 

the country's resulting loss of energy independence and urged the gov

ernment to develop a massive public transportation network instead. 

Nobody can argue that China didn't understand the downside to em

bracing cars, but the perceived upside was more compelling. To grow 

and to compete in world markets on terms partially dictated by oth

ers, China decided to embrace cars and encourage its population to 

desire and buy them. 
As with its decision to embrace consumerism itself, Chinese lead-

ers didn't think they had a choice. China decided to join the World 

Trade Organization in the mid- l 990s to gain expanded access to global 

markets for its exports, a decision that required the country to play by 

WTO rules and relinquish some control over its own markets. The 

race was on. Before imports stormed into the previously protected 

market once full membership took effect in 2001, the country's lead

ers recognized that they had less than a decade either to quickly de

velop a domestic car industry or to surrender the domestic market to 

foreign companies, perhaps permanently. China wanted to introduce 
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cars on its own terms-namely, it wanted to have a domestic car in

dustry rather than ceding a key industry to foreigners. To develop its 

domestic car industry in time, it would have to ease barriers on im

ports just enough to create an internationally competitive car market 

and entice foreign investment and technology from global car manu

facturers. Efforts to create domestic demand worked. The resulting 

price cuts, access to world-class car models, and easier credit from 

state-owned banks qcickly led to soaring demand on the part of Chi

nese consumers, most of whom just a few years earlier had never 

dreamed of riding in any car, let alone one of their own. That soar

ing demand soon made China the world's largest car market, surpass

ing the United States in 2009. In one of countless estimates regarding 

China that proved to be under rather than over expectations, the rise 

of the Chinese car market to world supremacy occurred six years ahead 

of earlier projections. The strategy also created a massive domestic 

car industry, with the country manufacturing some ten million cars a 

year, contributing to a global car glut that threatens to bankrupt its 

American competitors. As in the United States, the Chinese govern

ment and, of course, car manufacturers now practically beg citizens 

who two decades earlier could only aspire to own their own bikes to 

desire and buy cars, regardless of the environmental and geopolitical 

consequences. 

No aspect of China's consumer revolution occurs in isolation. The 

emergence of a vast market for cars is simply a part of many simultane

ous and reinforcing changes, each change having its own far-reaching 

effects. The Chinese state itself is behind many of the changes pro

moting car use. Until the late 1990s, most urban residents worked in 

state-owned factories and lived in company-owned housing nearby, 

meaning they could easily walk, ride a bike, or take public transporta

tion from home to work and back But as increasing numbers of state

owned enterprises were closed and others relocated to the suburbs, 
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workplaces became less accessible and a new commuter culture 

emerged. In place of mixed-use development, where people live and 

work in the same neighborhood, city centers ~cross China are being 

razed and rebuilt into central business districts of gleaming office sky

scrapers, pushing affordable housing out to distant suburbs. None of 

this is occurring without the implicit and explicit support of the state; 

all of it carries as a consequence the demand for more cars. 

Llke their counterparts around the world, Chinese consumers 

now not only want to own cars but also "need" private transport. The 

country adds an estimated 12,000 to 14,000 cars to its streets every 

day, for a total of more than 35 million-a number expected to grow to 

more than 150 million within ten years. In 2006 alone, Chinese con

sumers purchased 6.8 million vehicles, overtaking Japan as the world's 

second largest car market, and at the start of 2009, China became the 

world's largest such market, selling more than 12 million cars annually. 

In a 2002 survey of families i:p. Beijing, Guangzhou, and Shanghai, 

70 percent reported that they planned to buy cars for personal use 

within five to ten years; in 2005, two fifths of Chinese respondents 

reported that owlling an automobile was their grandest dream. 

The successful drive to get the Chinese to buy cars has paved the 

way for the arrival of such other icons of American-style consumerism 

as shopping malls on city outskirts, suburban gated communities, lei

sure homes in the countryside, and weekend holidays. For a country 

set on stoking domestic consumer demand, all of these are positive 

developments. Yet the car craze has also led to a number of more 

troubling and largely unanticipated consequences. These problems 

are most visible in China's major cities, where the majority of car own

ership is concentrated. In 2009, Beijing alone had four million cars 

traveling its heavily congested roads, triple the number a decade ear

lier, and even with the continual addition of new and wider roads, the 

city cannot confiscate land, demolish residential buildings, anq build 
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roads fast enough to accommodate them all. These cars spew thirty-six 

hundred tons of pollutants into Beijing's air every day, making it one 

of the most polluted cities on the planet, with air pollution five to six 

times higher than World Health Organization safety standards. Lead

ing up to the Olympics in 2008, Beijing took extraordinary measures 

to curb this pollution; in a bid to reduce the number of cars ·by one 

million, only cars whose license plates ended in an even number were 

allowed on the road one day, odd-numbered-license-plated cars the 

next. In 2008 Beijing ranked thirteenth in the table of most polluted 

cities-behind six other Chinese cities. In Shanghai, where earlier 

efforts to control its notorious traffic jams and pollution have failed, 

authorities recently tried to limit car consumption by raising registra

tion fees to nearly $5,000, a sum twice the per capita annual income 

in the city. There has also been a belated rush to expand the public 
transportation system with new subways. 

But the genie is out of the bottle. 

China Builds a Car Culture 

The Chinese now desire cars. Just as significantly, China needs its citi~ 
zens to want cars and has consciously created policies to promote pri

vate car ownership. This is a dramatic change. Since its victory in 1949, 

the Communist Chinese government has pursued a flourishing domes

tic vehicle industry as a symbol of economic power and self-sufficiency. 

But until the mid-1990s, "vehicles" were seen as the means to transport 

necessary goods and troops, not for city dwellers to travel to suburban 

malls. Mao's gov~mment gave no thought to manufacturing cars for 

private consumers or building roads for the recreation of its citizens. 

Chinese manufacturers had the technical capacity to make cars for pri
vate consumers, but weren't allowed to by the state. 
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This bias against consumers continued even after the Mao era. At 

the start of the Reform Era, state-owned Shanghai Automotive de

cided to seek a joint venture with a foreign partner to manufacture 

150,000 cars a year, but it was looking to export the majority of them. 

During the cold war, China feared attack by the Americans, Russians, 

or both, so to protect critical industries, it created a highly dispersed 

motor vehicle industry. No single enemy nuclear strike, it was rea

soned, could destroy all the country's modem industry. This policy left 

1,950 factories sprinkled across the country and collectively produc

ing some 160,000 vehicles each year. But only a few thousand of these 

were cars. As late as 1990, passenger vehicles still represented just 

8 percent of the 520,000 vehicles produced annually in China, hardly 

an ideal starting point for creating consumer demand, national brands, 

or economies of scale. 
Eventually the demand for taxis to serve foreign tourists, whom 

the government began to com~ as a desirable source of hard currency, 

drove the introduction of more cars. At first, imports filled this de

mand, and their numbers grew from just 52 sedans in 1977 to nearly 

20,000 by 1980. But by 1984, the anxiety of Chinese officials about 

squandering precious hard currency on imported consumer goods fi

nally led them to approve a joint venture between Beijing Automotive 

and American Motors Corporation and to allow, if not yet encourage, 

private ownership of cars. But the path was not smooth and never 

quite as advantageous to the U.S. firms as they had imagined; the joint 

venture to produce the Beijing Jeep is a case study in how China 

emerged having acquired the new technology it needed at virtually no 

expense. No matter. The siren song of the size of the Chinese market 

proved, repeatedly, too hard to resist. Soon joint ventures with other 

foreign automakers such as GM and Ford followed, and a Chinese 

automobile industry was finally under way. Yet to stem the outflow of. 

foreign currency, Beijing still tried to limit the availability of consumer 
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goods, particularly imports, by imposing licenses, quotas, and high 

tariffs on foreign-made vehicles. During the 1990s, for instance, con

sumers paid a 220 percent tariff on full-size passenger cars, among 

the highest in the world. At the same time, China's leaders attempted 

to boost domestic production by forcing multinational car companies 

to use more domestic parts ("local content") and domestic labor 

("value added"). This was the start of the government's drive to pro

mote domestic desire for increasingly domestically produced cars 

and, eventually, Chinese-owned car brands. 

Since then, car production has become an employer of some two 

million in China and an important engine of economic growth. Although 

in 1993, China still had only 37,000 private cars, a visual revolution in 

Chinese cities was under way. A population that was accustomed to 

seeing very f~w of the same-looking drab cars on its streets was sud

denly exposed to a variety of colorful new models. By the early 1990s, 

China was producing one million vehicles, including trucks, buses, and 

passenger vehicles. Cities vied to become China's Detroit, and local 

politicians actively promoted locally produced cars. 

In the Eighth Five-Yea~ Plan published in 1990, the national gov

ernment designated the automotive industry as a pillar of the econ

omy. To compete with international. companies, Beijing consolidated 

domestic automobile makers into a half-dozen giant conglomerates 

(called jituan gongsi or jituan qiye, modeled after Japanese keiretsu 

business groupings and Korean chaebol). Each conglomerate had a 

foreign partner who controlled no more than 50 percent of the new 

company. The goal was not simply to have the Chinese manufacture 

cars for GM and other international companies but to create Chinese

owned br_ands competitive at home and in export markets. And to 

boost Chinese demand for "Chinese cars," Beijing also pushed banks 

to lend to private consumers and pressured provincial and local gov

ernments to divert public transport funds into building roads. 
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In addition, the government finally recognized that domestic pro

duction required domestic demand .. Its most significant change in 

policy was the decision to encourage domestic private ownership. The 

promise of a huge Chinese market for cars lured some $60 billion in 

Chinese and foreign capital into automotive production-sixty times 

wha:t the partnering U.S. companies had invested over the previous 

four decades. In 2000, the decision to promote private ownership was, 

for the first time, explicitly included in the proposals for the Tenth 

Five-Year Plan. 
The desire to own a car now permeates Chinese life. As a leading 

academic authority on cars in China, Li Anding, put it, "The desire for 

cars here is as strong as in America, but here the desire was repressed 

for half a century." Until the late 1990s, government ministries pur

chased some 80 percent of all passenger cars sold in China, and nearly 

all the rest were bought by private enterprises and foreign companies; 

individuals accounted for only 1 percent of sales. But by 2000, 30 per

cent of the 600,000 passenger cars sold in China were bought by indi

vidual consumers, a percentage that doubled by the end of the decade. 

The rise of this new consumer market pushed manufacturers to start 

catering to consumers' tastes for a broader range of models, colors, 

and features. Like car owners elsewhere, the Chinese see their vehi

cles as symbols of personal success and view driving as a right. When 

pressed to explain their desire for cars, Chinese consumers offer up 

the same reasons as consumers around the globe: status, indepen

dence, and privacy. And, increasingly, they consider Chinese cars a 

source of collective national pride and patriotism. Models such as the 

poetically named Chang' an Zhi Xiang Hatch ("the Will to Soar") re

flect a new energy and aspiration among Chinese consumers. Compa

nies such as Chery Automobile are producing their own models, 

though often through reverse-engineered carbon copies of their foreign 

competitors. Its QQ model is si.milar to the Daewoo Mati:z/Chevrolet 
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Spark mini car, for instance, and the Oriental Son, a midsize sedan, is 

a reworking of the Daewoo Magnus. 

How Car Culture Is Changing China 

As China's citizens have come to equate car ownership with personal 

freedom, prestige, and success, the social pressure to possess a car has 

become increasingly difficult to resist. A prominent Shanghai historian 

recently told me that although he can afford a car, for environmental 

reasons he has made the principled decision to instead take public 

transportation. All well and good, except that his apartment complex 

comes with an allotted parking space, which of course stands empty, 

prompting his friends and neighbors to begin asking uncomfortable 

questions about his financial well-being. 

As the Chinese have become more automobile savvy, not just the 

fact of owning a car but one's car's price and appearance have become 

new ways to determine an owner's .social status. As one popular saying 

has it, "if you want to know a man's tastes, you just need to look at his 

watch and car." According to a GM spokesperson in Shanghai, the car's 

actual performance is often less important to Chinese consumers than 

features such as video displays on seatbacks, wooden fittings, and leather 

upholstery that their friends and family can readily see. And German 

car manufacturers add length to their models to appeal to Chinese con

sumers. At one end of the status scale, owners of inexpensive cars tell 

stories of being ridiculed and denied valet parking; at the other, luxury 

models have become a handy way for kidnappers to identify potential 

upper-class victims. (In Guangdong province, for instance, one gang 

used state vehicle registration rolls to t~get BMW owners.) 

Along with desiring and driving cars, traffic jams are another new 

experience for Chirn~se consumers, as increasing numbers of them 
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trade the slow, plodding, but dependable bicycle or public transport 

for the uncertain, traffic-dependent progress of the car. It is not un

usual to sit in a queue for an hour to make a left tum just so you can 

zip across the city on an elevated highway. But no one is getting any

where as fast as they once did. A decaae ago, for instance, the average 

speed on Beijing's Third Ring Road was forty-five kilometers per hour. 

It's presently twenty, and often as slow as seven at busy intersections. 

Private automobiles, in other words, bring mobility in principle but 

uncertainty in practice. 

At the same time, it may be difficult for most Westerners to ap-. . 
predate the extent to which private automobiles represent a new era 

of mobility for Chinese consumers. Until the 1990s, travel within China 

was highly restricted. A Chinese traveler needed a letter from his or 

her work unit to buy a plane ticket, a comfortable seat on a train, or a 

room in one of the few decent hotels. For those with enough money, 

the personal car, of course, pushes against all such strictures and con

sequently has become a powerful symbol of individual freedom and 

status, despite the difficulties of urban traffic jams. 

Cars have also transformed the experience of walking in China's 

cities. Western pedestrians are by now well familiar with the kinds of 

signals, barriers, and conventions necessary to coexist with speeding 

urban traffic. In China, however, the requirement that one cross streets 

within set times and at specific locations as determined by traffic lights 

is new, and pedestrians and drivers alike routinely ignore the rules. 

The Chinese media, evoking speed and efficiency as measures of mo

dernity, have begun accusing pedestrians of bad manners by crossing 

streets too slowly. Raising the complaint to a question of national char

acter, they observe that the Chinese take longer to cross a street than 

their counterparts abroad. (This is not unique to China. Korean me

dia have carried similar stories, contrasting the relative chaos of K~
rean queues and traffic with those of the highly disciplined Japanese.) 
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Chinese pedestrians, the accusation runs, tend to watch cars rather 

than signals and, when they grow impatient with lights timed to fa

cilitate vehicle flow, attempt to cross the street anyway. One local TV 

station ran videotapes of pedestrians who ignored signals and even 

stopped to chat with friends in the middle of the road. 

Concern over breaking in pedestrians to the new rules of the road 

underscores the obvious: cars bring danger as well as mobility. Colli

sions between pedestrians and bicycles or even donkey carts were 

rarely fatal, but not so with cars. The death rate on China's roads is 

one of the highest in the world, even though it has started trending 

downward. In 2007, it dropped to 90,000 fatalities for the year, and 

dropped again in 2008 to 73,000; before that, however, somewhere be

tween 100,000 and 200,000 people died each year in fatal car crashes. 

On average, 680 Chinese died and 45,000 were injured due to car ac

cidents every day during the first five years of the twenty-first century. 

By comparison, the United States, which is much more heavily motor

ized, saw 115 deaths a day; Britain, fewer than 10. Most of China's au

tomobile accidents occur outside cities, wher~ rural pedestrians and 

cyclists must battle with cars, buses, and trucks for space on older, 

narrower roads. The effects are also unequally distributed by class: in 

collisions between bicycles and cars, the cyclist is much more likely to 

die or be injured than the; driver, and the wealthy can afford safer and 

more dependable cars. Paradoxically, perhaps, the increased risk of 

death has likewise increased the demand for automobiles. Just as 

many Americans switched to more expensive and fuel-hungry SUVs 

because they perceived thetn as safer, many Chinese (even the reluc

tant historian alluded to earlier) see cars as dangerous but safer than 
walking or riding a bicycle. 

Cars are also becoming the focu~ of middle-class leisure activities. 

Shanghai, in addition to pouring billions of dollars into creating a car 

industry in the new "International Automobile City" in its Jiading Dis- . 
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trict, has also built a car culture center replete with the country's first 

Formula One racetrack. In 2004, when the $320 million state-of-the-art 

facility opened its 5.4-kilometer track, 150,000 people attended the 

first race, paying at least 1,800 yuan each. The Chinese state and pri

vate investors have funded not only Jiading's research, development, 

and production facilities but the racetrack and an adjacent $50 million 

car museum to encourage consumer celebration of the car as an ac

coutrement to leisure. Their aim, according to one official, is to build 

in three years what "to~k Detroit a hundred." 
Newsstands across China are stocked with dozens of glossy car mag

azines, A 500-car, six-screen, American-style drive-in movie theater 

opened on the outskirts of Beijing in 1998. The archetypical car-related 

leisure business, drive-through dining, has also appeared in China. The 

first McDonald's drive-through restaurant, in the central business dis

trict of Dongguan, Guangdong, features an enormous, fifty-space park

ing lot. Seeing the drive-through as '.'the next generation of McDonald's 

restaurants in China," the chain has opened ninety in Shanghai, Bei

jing, Tianjin, Guangzhou, Shenzhen, and dozens of other cities and is 

considering an alliance with Sinopec, which runs 30,000 gas stations 

throughout China. Chinese consumer culture is quickly catching up 

with international "best practices." 
Another odd import, the vanity license plate, has melded with 

Chinese superstitions, proving that Chinese markets are more finely 

tuned for many things than in other countries, especially when it comes 

to numbers. When Chinese buy a new phone, for instance, they aren't 

randomly assigned a number as they are in the U.K. and the United 

States, but rather buy a specific number, which can range in price from 

a few to thousands of dollars. The luckier the number (such as eight, 

which sounds like the word for "become wealthy''), the higher the price; 

unlucky numbers (especially four, which sounds like the word for "death") 

command lower prices. A Chinese regional airline, for instance, paid 
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$300,000 for the phone number 8888-8888. When a southern Chi

nese city auctioned off license plates with lucky numbers, the highest, 

AC6688, sold for $10,000; the auction raked in $366,500. A secondary 

market for desirable plate numbers has also emerged; one enterpris

ing man in the southern city of Hangzhou, for instance, offered to sell 

his plate number, A88888, for $140,000. (This culture of license plate 

numbers has led some consumers to go to extremes. Parents, for in

stance, have reportedly refused to allow their children to take taxis 

with unlucky license plates to their college entrance exams.) This 

market for automobile plates reflects not only superstition but con

spicuous consumption; those with several eights inform onlookers 

that the owner is wealthy. 

Car clubs have sprung up throughout China. Beijing alone has over 

a hundred, primarily organized around travel, such as touring, but also 

around maintenance and dating. These clubs are run by car dealers, 

owners of specific models, or even travel agencies. The largest touring 

club in China is affiliated with the Beijing traffic radio station FM 103.9 

and offers the usual assortment of services, such as group insurance 

rates and, within the city, emergency roadside service. Their primary 

mission is to organize the popular "self-driving tours" in which groups 

of car owners drive in convoys, with places to eat and sleep arranged in 

advance. Clubs will even take their own mechanic along. Other car 

clubs create their own subcultures around brands, such as the Beijing 

VW Polo Club; the wedding of one member even included a procession 

of thirty-two of these super-mini cars through the streets of Beijing. 

The ripple effects of the advent of China's car culture have ironi

cally recast that onetime icon of Chinese basic transportation, the bi

cycle. As car traffic, and in some cities outright bans on bicycle riding, 

have led many Chinese to abandon bikes, the new middle class is start

ing to embrace cycling as a leisure exercise. Once, bikes were prized, 

difficult-to-obtain family possessions; now China produces seventy mil-
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lion bicycles a year and more than a thousand brands. Although tradi

tional brands such as the Tianjin-based Flying Pigeon (Feige) and the 

Shanghai-based Phoenix (Fenghuang) and Forever (Yongjiu) remain 

popular, particularly with older consumers, younger cyclists prefer the 

fashionable, lighter Taiwan-based Giant, the number-one brand in the 

country. The types of bikes now for sale in China reflect all the major 

transnational bicycling trends: mountain bikes, road cycling, and bi

cycle motocross, known as.BMX. Bicycles now convey status among 

teenagers ina way that mirrors that which cars impart to their parents. 

As one thirteen-year"old boy admitted, "I was heartsick and envious at 

the sight of my classmates on their stylish bicycles, but my parents 

wouldn't buy me a new one until I promised to get better grades." The 

competition at one middle school in Shanxi province got bad enough 

that the school prohibited students from riding bikes costing more 

than 300 yuan to campus. 

How Chinese Car Culture Is Transforming the World 

China's production of cars for its domestic consumption is also fueling 

a boom in car use around the planet. Chinese automobile manufac

turers excel at producing cheap "gateway cars," cars for first-time buy

ers. In 2007, Chinese automakers built 8.8 million cars, and by the 

end of 2010, Chinese automakers expect to sell 10 percent of their 

production to the international market. If this persists, China may do 

for the car industry what it did for other consumer goods such as plas

tic lawn chairs and electronics: greatly reduce their entry-level price 

and make them ubiquitous across the globe. Certainly, the Chinese 

state is actively promoting the exportation and international consump

tion of Chinese cars. Even as the government backed away from 

extending easy credit for domestic car purchases starting in 2004-
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spurred on by fears that state-owned banks were overexposed to bad 

loans-China's Ministry of Commerce adopted measures such as fi
nancial and export credits to encourage Chinese automakers to export 

vehicles with Chinese brand names to the international market where 
·' 

automobile sales make up a tenth of the world's total trade volume. 

Chinese companies such as Geely, Chery, and Lifan not only compete 

with foreign brands domestically but sell their cars in Africa and other 

developing markets,. and recently made international news with their 

decision to aim for the European and American markets. And if Ameri

cans prove hesitant to embrace Chinese brands, there is always the ex

pediency of buying a brand Americans already buy, as they tried to for 

the first time with the purchase of GM's Hummer truck unit by Sichuan 

Tengzhou, a previously unknown Chinese heavy industrial company. 

The state-supported development of the Chinese auto industry 

has led to massive overcapacity (a capacity that may reach 10 million 

units per year by 2010) and a consequent intensifying pressure to 

promote exports. In 2005, China for the first time exported more au

tomobiles (170,000) than it imported. If this trend continues, Chinese 

cars may transform consumer consciousness around the world, includ

ing in established auto markets such as the United States and Europe. 

China's brands may enter American consciousness in the same way 

that Japan's Toyota, Honda, Lexus, and Mazda and Korea's Hyundai 

and Daewoo did. Chinese-branded cars and trucks have already en

tered more than 170 countries, up from only a few dozen in 2000. 

There are many Chinese contenders. The next Asian car brand 

to enter popular Western consciousness may be Qirui (Chery), which 

has ambitious export plans and a bold track record. Chery initially 

succeeded with its QQ, which apes the Daewoo-GM car the Chevro

let Spark. Chery's QQ, which went on sale in 2003, beat GM to the 

market and undersold the Spark by a fourth. At just $7,000, it gained 

a place in the low-end market, making cars affordable to many more 
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consumers. By 2005, Chery was exporting nearly twenty thousand 

cars and has ambitious plans for expansion into Middle Eastern and 

Russian markets. While its initial flirtation with the American market 

hasn't been reciprocated, it won't be the only such overture. 

Chery is a state-owned company with self-proclaimed plans that 

reflect China's national mission to own and export world-class brands. 

A sign at the entrance of the QQ assembly plant reads: "We Need Not 

Only to Work Hard, We Must Also Be Diligent, and More Important 

We Must Have a Sense of a National Mission." That mission, shared 

by other Chinese automakers such as Great Wall and Geely, includes 

exporting cars in large numbers. Although the auto industry is not a 

zero-sum game, it's close. The ascendancy of Chinese brands means 

the decline of someone else's, first in China and then around the world, 

including in the United States. 

The spread of car culture to China, and from there outward to the 

rest/ of the world, confirms a key argument of this book: Chinese con

sumers are becoming the new vanguards of global consumerism. Be

cause of the size and growth rate of the Chinese automobile market, 

all the leading international manufacturers are designing cars specifi

cally for the China market. In just a few decades, Chinese consumers 

have gone from settling for older technologies and weaker brands to 

becoming a proving ground for the latest brands and technologies. For 

instance, in honor of the sixtieth anniversary of the founding of the 

People's Republic of China, which fell on October 1, 2009, BMW rolled 

out a special edition of its ultra-luxurious, twelve-cylinder turbo se

dan. And when Volkswagen decided to export its first gasoline-electric 

hybrid vehicle, it decided to do so in China, not the United States. 

Chinese consumer choices may soon determine the car options avail

able around the world. 

Even as the car culture creates new industries and jobs in China, 

it is also consuming massive quantities of oil, in the process trans-
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forming China's foreign relationships. Private cars now consume a 

third of all oil imports in China: and surging car use is pushing up that 

demand. Already China accounts for roughly 12 percent of the world's 

demand for energy, and its consumption is growing at more than four 

times the global rate. By the early 1990s, China had lost its energy 

independence and needed to import a majority of its crude oil, a 

whopping $130 billion in oil in 2008. This demand has huge interna

tional implications as China competes around the globe with other 

advanced economies, most notably the United States, to buy and con

trol nonrenewable resources. Consequently, Americans, Europeans, 

Japanese, and everyone else·who relies on oil imports to meet their 

energy needs are paying more. 

As with many other countries before them, China's reliance on oil 

has forced its government into unsavory international relationships. 

On the eve of the Beijing Olympics, for instance, China was importing 

6 percent of its oil from Sudan, accounting for 60 percent of that coun

try's exports. These purchases were highly controversial. International 

human rights campaigners argued that Chinese oil purchases were 

directly. underwriting genocide in the Darfur region, and rebranded 

the games the "Genocide Olympics." The point isn't that the West has 

been able to avoid the same compromised relationships, but instead 

that Chinese consumer demand for cars, and energy more broadly, 

directly strengthens the hands of anyone sitting atop oil reserves. 

This car culture is also gobbling up China's valuable agricultural 

land. Perhaps the most economically unfair impact of China's em

brace of cars is its effect on food prices. Poor people around the world 

are paying more for food because of cars. Cars are driving this in

crease not only by competing for crops to produce biofuels but also by 

swallowing up millions 'of acres of cropland for roads and parking lots. 

As Lester Brown, founder of the Earth Policy Institute, observes, 

"There's no such thing as free parking." Countries such as China and 
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India that have only begun to embrace the car have likewise only be

gun to pave over their lands. As asphalt becomes China's number one 

crop, the world's poor-and everyone else-will pay more for food. 

But they are paving, nonetheless. Twenty years ago, my classmates 

at Nanjing University and I headed out for a field trip to the historic 

city ofYangzhou. As the bus made its bumpy way out of the city while 

dodging chickens, bicycles, tractors, and donkey carts, I remember 

wondering how long we would have to endure the ill-kept local roads 

before reaching the highway. But we never got on a highway-there 

were virtually none then. Now China is devoting billions of private and 

state dollars to building roadways. China's first modem expressway, a 

tollway linking Guangzhou and Shenzhen, was built by Hong Kong 

tycoon Gordon Y. S. Wu in the 1990s. Between 2000 and 2004, the 

country doubled the length of its motorways to 34,000 kilometers 

· (21,000 miles) and has the third most roads in the world--44 percent 

of them built since 1990. Nor will it stop there: China plans to double 

again the length of its motorways by 2020. 

China's leaders, however, are aware of the myriad and often unwanted 

consequences of encouraging a desire for cars. Indeed, they have 

taken steps to slow China's growing dependence on imported oil even 

as they have continued to encourage the development of a car culture. 

In 2005, China imposed new fuel economy standards for cars and 

trucks that are far more stringent than those of the United States. The 

. following year, the central government began promoting smaller, 

lower-carbon-emitting cars, calling on eighty-four cities across the na

tion to repeal bans on small cars (originally intended to limit noise and 

air pollution, reduce fatalities, and remove unattractive vehicles from 

the streets). They also took other regulatory measures such as lower

ing parking fees for smaller cars and allowing their use as taxis. Cities 
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such as Beijing, where 10 percent of households owned cars by 2005, 

are going eyen further by capping the number of license plates issued 

each month. 

And the government, recognizing the unanticipated implications 

of having supported cars over public transportation, is finally spend

ing billions to improve public transportation in the big cities. By 2008, 

Beijing had 200 kilometers of underground track for its subways, dou

bling their length in just three years. Shanghai expanded its under

ground railway from 80 to more than 420 kilometers in 2010, when 

the city hosted the World Expo; by 2020, the plan is to have 810 kilo

meters, twice the length of London's subway system. 

Beijing officials, facing rising pollution along with the increase in 

car ownership, also periodically make gestures to fight for the ever 

fewer number of "blue sky days" in the city, which had fallen to only 

fifty-six in 2006, down sixteen days from 2005. Under pressure to live 

up to its promise to hold a Green Olympics, Beijing tried instituting 

"Car-Free Days," modeled on a program begun by thirty-four French 

cities, to alleviate pollution and traffic jams. Beginning in June 2006, 

more than a quarter million Beijing residents agreed to avoid driving 

their ,cars to work once a month; the gesture, however, had no dis

cernible effect on air quality or traffic jams. On the other hand, a new 

regulation allowing cars into the city only on alternating days, based 

on odd and even license plate numbers, led to the creation of car

pooling arrangements by drivers with complementary plate numbers. 

Indeed, the practice has expanded beyond sharing rides to work to 

sharing rides to school and even vacation travel. 

In the spring of 2006, the Chinese government also tried to dampen 

the demand for passenger cars and imported oil by imposing a luxury 

tax on cars with larger engines, which included nearly all imported 

cars. Yet the new tax failed to slow the shift in the market toward 

American-style larger, less efficient cars, in part because a growing pro-
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duction glut has kept prices low, and in part because people will pay 

more for status. For instance, the price of Shanghai VW's most popu

lar model, the Santana, dropped from 124,000 yuan in 2001 to 76,000 

yuan in 2005. 

More so than their Western counterparts, China's leaders were 

deliberate about this transition to the automobile. They also knew 

they faced a choice, though arguably a poor one. Thirty years ago, in 

the spring of 1979, the American magazine Mother Jones ran an arti

cle about China titled "The First Post-Oil Society?" The article pre

dicted that "the likelihood that Shanghai will become the Detroit of 

the Far East seems, at this point, remote." If an industrializing Chin~ 
continued to have a mere 100,000 cars in the entire country, China 

could create "the world's first post-petroleum culture." However laugh

able now, those expectations also remind us that there once were 

compelling reasons to think China might travel a different route than 

its neighbors and the West. But today China is finding itself trapped 

by the same economics and politics that have made changes in trans

portation policy difficult in the United States and Europe. Far from 

saving the world, Chinese car buyers by the millions are committing 

their country to a problematic developmental path. 

China's centralized state has proven remarkably good at certain 

things. As planned, the automobile industry has become a' major part 

of the Chinese economy, employing several million people and bring

ing in large tax revenues in Beijing and Shanghfil. The success of the 

auto industry also offers the possibility of increasing Chinese exports 

and trade surpluses with leading Western nations. All of these were 

consequences sought when China set out to create a domestic car mar

ket. But whereas a factory can be opened or closed, taxes and tariffs 

imposed or lifted, the unleashed hopes and dreams of the consumer

without whom the launch of any new market is a nonstarter-are not 

so readily restrained. Perhaps the most important consequence of 
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China's embrace of a car culture is that car ownership has now be

come part of the Chinese middle-class dream. Reining that in has now 

become all but impossible. 

Like the United States and the European Union, China, too, is 

trying to have it both ways-promoting a car-dependent culture and 

economy while blunting its inevitable negative consequences. Indeed, 

China is doing more than the United States to mitigate the conse

quences of cars. At forty-three miles per gallon, for instance, China's 

minimum fuel efficiency standards are now already higher than the 

U.S. standard of thirty-five miles per gallon, which will not even go 

into effect until 2020. Likewise, Chinese manufacturers are racing 

with other world car manufacturers,to produce electric, low-carbon

emitting cars. They have already introduced China-made plug-in hy

brids into the market in their own country and should have them in 

the United States shortly; fully electric cars are coming. But in a coun

try where coal-powered plants produce almost 70 percent of the elec

tricity, clearly resolving the fundamental contradiction between cars 

and the unfolding environmental calamity described in Chapter 8 will 

take more than simply replacing the tens of millions of new petro

powered cars with electric vehicles. The world now needs to ask of 

China what it has consistently failed to do itself: embrace cars without . 

producing negative consequences. 
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Back while I was a university student in Beijing in the mid-1980s, 

I traveled with a Chinese classmate to his hometown, a dusty coal min

ing city in northwest China. His family worked for the railway, and so 

his wearing a rail worker's jacket and flashing an ID meant we rode 

overnight for free. There we visited his girlfriend, the daughter of the 

city's Communist Party secretary. I had expected the family of the 

highest Communist Party official in town to live lavishly. But the only 

apparent benefits of the secretary's position were a slightly larger apart

ment in a new building plus a car and driver. The black sedan, from . 

whose windows I was given a tour of the historic city, was a particu

larly nice perk As the party secretary's driver drove in the middle of 

the road, gigantic trucks overflowing with coal hastily moved out of our 

way. Although power had its advantages, they were modest. 

Since the shift to a market economy, however, this has changed 

radically. Ever greater numbers of Chinese are living lavishly, an9 pub

licly so. Now government officials can directly---0r indirectly via their 

friends, family, and even mistresses----convert political power into wealth 

and live much more comfortable lives. In contrast to the Mao-era revolu

tionary ideology of equality, in which displays of wealth were at times 
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deemed crimes against the state, the accelerating economic,reforms 

of the past three decades have produced a new class of rich Chinese, 

and with itan increasing demand for luxury products. Unlike the ranks 

of the rich in America and Europe, most of the wealthiest Chinese are 

not rags-to-riches entrepreneurs or the beneficiaries of inherited 

wealth, but rather political insiders who have peddled their influence 

to gain new affluence. While the desire for consumer goods has rap

idly grown among all Chinese as economic reforms help millions es

cape poverty and many move into the middle class, the rise of what 

the Chinese call their "new rich" (xin Ju) and "new aristocracy" (xin gui) 

has led to both envy and resentment. As a thirty-two-year-old middle

class man put it, "The first barrel of gold of most rich people could 

never survive serious scrutiny." The growing inequality in income and 

consumption that has accompanied the emergence of these new man

darins may prove to have serious consequences for China's future, 

even as it reflects the vast and rapid changes wrought by the economic 

reforms of the last three decades. 

Lifestyles of the Rich and Infamous 

Despite their origins, China's wealthy have become larger-than-life 

symbols of the consumer lifestyles now being encouraged by the Chi

nese government. For many middle-class Chinese consumers, they also 

serve as the lodestar of their own ambitions. China's new wealthy have 

become the focus of many television shows and magazines, the popular 

cultural equivalents of the 1980s American television show Lifestyles of 

the Rich and Famous. As a twenty-six-year-old woman from Sichuan 

explained to me, "I watch the Travel Channel a lot. There are a bunch 

of TV shows about the lifestyles of the upper class. Someday I want to 

be as rich as they are. Then I can eat French dinners, wear C.hanel per-
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fume, carry Louis Vuitton handbags, and travel anywhere in the world, 

like those rich people do. How great would that be!" Despite popular 

opinion that blames the wealthy for enriching themselves at the ex

pense of the many, often through illegal activities, her sentiment is as 

ubiquitous as the automobile now displacing China's bicycles. 

As a consequence, in less than a decade China has gone from an 

almost insignificant consumer to a key consumer of global luxury brands. 

Wealthy Chinese are at the forefront of a new society and economy 

· dependent on cars, tourism, meat-based diets, and other forms of con

sumption that were once prohibited or at least tightly regulated. The 

pace of this transformation has been stunning. Even twenty years into 

the Reform Era, mainland Chinese buyers accounted for a mere 1 per~ 

cent of global sales of luxury handbags, shoes, jewelry, and perfume. 

But l}y 2005, the Chinese had become the world's third biggest buyers 

of such goods, with more than 12 percent of global sales, well behind 

Japan (41 percent) but gaining on the United States (17 percent); by 

one, prediction, in 2015, China will overtake Japan and become the top 

market for luxury goods. By 2005, Chinese tourists had also become the 

biggest spenders of all nationalities, averaging nearly $1,000 on shop

ping per trip abroad and nearly double that amount when shopping in 

Europe. Such statistics have led global luxury producers to .see Chi

nese shoppers as the successors to the free-spending Japanese of the 

1980s and to overextended U.S. and European consumers. 

The Chinese consuming classes have become increasingly status

conscious. Take, for example, the fact that by 2003, China had become 

the world's largest consumer of the world's most expensive car, a 728 

Bentley stretch limo, with a $1.2 million price tag; Cadillac is opening 

forty showrooms in China. Chinese yuppies, dubbed Chuppies by some, 

also bought 23,600 BMWs in 2005, up 50 percent over the previous 

year. In short, China has become the world's largest consumer ofluxury 

cars, with more than 5 million potential luxury car buyers. 
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As those car sales indicate, China's luxury market is booming. Since 

the economic reforms, the country has spawned nearly a million mil

lionaires. Yang Qingshan, secretary-general of the China Brand Strat

egy Association, estimates that 13 percent of the Chinese, or 170 million 

people, can afford luxury items-a number that has been growing at 

12 percent a year. The China Daily estimated that by 2010, as many as 

250 million Chinese would be able to afford luxury goods. For obvi

ous reasons, purveyors of the world's most famous luxury brands are 

flocking to China. As late as 1992, China had few places outside of 

five-star hotels to buy luxury brands. Now malls carry the latest in Louis 

Vuitton, Calvin Klein, Armani, Prada, and Omega products. By 2005, 

ninety pairs of Lotos sunglasses, each costing between $100,000 and 

$600,000, were spotted in a Wangfujing shop in the center of Beijing. 

International luxury brands are opening scores of stores in dozens of 

cities across ·china, including even grittier cities such as Shenyang in 

northeastern Liaoning province. The French luxury jeweler and watch

maker Cartier has thirty stores in China, a footprint second only to 

that in the United States. Even the U.S.-based kitchen and bath appli

ance manufacturer Kohler has been aiming for the high-end Chinese 

market, with four hundred stores spread over a hundred Chinese cit

ies. Just as in the West, Chinese consumers have learned to view their 

bathrooms not simply in utilitarian terms, but as broadcasting status 

and comfort. 

Awareness of and preference for global luxury brands is omni

present. In 2006, the Hurun Report, a Shanghai-based magazine that 

covers the lives of the wealthy, interviewed six hundred Chinese 

millionaires to identify their preferred brands. Christie's was voted 

the best auctioneer; Vacheron Constantin, the best watch; Davidoff, 

the best cigar; Giorgio Armani, the best designer; Hennessy, Chivas 

Regal, and Dom Perignon, the best liquors; Princess, the best yacht; 

and Ferrari, the best sports car. 
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Despite their preference for Western brands, the Chinese do not 

merely covet foreign luxury goods but adapt them to their own tastes 

and traditions. Although China has emerged as the fastest-growing 

market for the finest whiskies of Scotland, these are popularly used to 

create a fashionable concoction of ice, whisky, and green tea that would 

make many purists cringe. Chinese also consume fine wines differ

ently, often mixing them with carbonat.ed drinks. This doesn't bespeak 

the missteps of parvenus. No less than their counterparts in the West, 

Chinese consumers perceive wine as a symbol of upper-class identity. 

By 2005, China had also become the world's third largest market 

for jewelry, behind the United States and Europe, with $10 billion in 

sales. De Beers, the largest diamond seller in the world, entered the 

Chinese market only in 1993, but through extensive marketing car'n

paigns has created the emotional association between diamonds and 

love that it so successfully established in the West. Within a decade, the 

Chinese market was worth billions. Likewise, since easing regulations 

on the import of gold jewelry, China has become the world's fourth big

gest market, after India, the United States, and Turkey. In 2005 alone, 

Chinese consumers bought more than 250 tons of gold, a metal now 

·associated with the Spring Festival, the country's most popular gold

buying season. By 2006, China had overtaken Japan as the world's larg

est consumer of platinum, the metal of choice for wedding rings. 

However significant the emergence of China's hundreds of new 

millionaires, their true influence is on how they inspire a broad-based 

cultural obsession with luxury consumption, particularly among Chi

na's urban salaried workers. In fact, most of China's luxury consumers 

are the young and middle-aged (rather than the middle-aged and el

derly, as in developed countries). As one newspaper noted, "Theim

ported ideology of consumerism has greatly stimulated the, Chinese 

desire to spend. This phenomenon is especially apparent among the 

young, who want to be 'in' and think buying more luxury goods will 
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help." According to one friend in this. demographic, the peer pressure 

to keep up with the number of luxury possessions is tremendous: "If 
my colleagues have four Louis Vuitton bags, I am supposed to have 

five better and bigger LV bags." Part of the allure of "LV bags," she 

tells me, is the conspicuous size of their logo. 

China is importing not only international luxury goods but also 

the international leisure preferences of the wealthy. For most of the 

twentieth century, economists measured China's attempt to "catch 

up" with the industrialized world by its levels of production in steel and 

grain, but as Chinese policy makers promote the transition from a 

heavy reliance on manufacturing to a more service-oriented economy, 

"catching up" now refers to matching the range and availability of 

consumer experiences. In the mid-1990s, Yabuli, in northeastern Hei

longjiang province, which was built for the 1996 Asian Winter Games, 

was the only large ski resort in China. Ten years later the country had 

more than two hundred ski resorts hosting three million visitors. Thir

teen trendy new ski villages have sprung up in Nanshan, a ten-slope 

resort area located ninety minutes by car from the capital. When a ski 

slope opened outside of Beijing in 1998, it ~ttracted only thirteen 

thousand people its first year; eight years later, it was attracting nearly 

two million visitors a year. This despite the fact that, with the Gobi 

Desert quickly encroaching it, Beijing is arid, sits only 140 feet above 

sea level, and has unpredictable winter weather; the necessary snow

making machinery consumes as much water yearly as would 42,000 

people. To overcome such weather and environmental limitations in-
' 

vestors have begun to build indoor slopes, including the Qiaobo Ski 

Dome. According to the Chinese Ski Association, ten million Chinese. 

will visit its slopes by 2010, a godsend to the international ski apparel and 

equipment industry, which is facing oversaturated markets in Europe 

and the United States. The owners ofluxury brands, such as those in so 

many other industries, now look to China to save their profit margins. 
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Golf is the luxury leisure import that conveys the greatest status in 

China. Although some Chinese claim that their country invented a golf

like game over a thousand years ago, the British imported the modem 

Scottish game to China in the nineteenth century. Banned during the 

Communist era, golf was one of the first leisure activities reintroduced 

during the Reform Era, tjght after five-star hotels. The sport quickly be

came the quintessential symbol of wealth and power in China; its imag

ery appears repeatedly in television commercials, in magazine spreads, 

and on highway billboards. Since 1984, when China opened its first 

course since the Communist Revolution in 1949, the country has added 

another 350, most in the past decade. And there. are as many as 1,000 

more under construction, including in smaller cities in such less affluent 

provinces as Yunnan, Hebei, Hunan, and Shandong. From just 1,000 or 

so golfers in the mid-1990s, China now has over 1 million. As of 2005, it 

even had its own developmental pro tour, sponsored by Omega, to train 

players for the international tours that now routinely visit China's links. 

Golf is limited largely to China's highly affiuent. The country boasts 

only a couple of public courses, while a top club such as the Tom

son Shanghai Pudong Golf Club, just twenty minutes from downtown 

·and site of the BMW Asian Open since 2004, costs more than $100,000 

to join. Golf complexes such as Shenzhen's Mission Hills, which with 

ten courses and two thousand villas is the nation's largest, have im

ported not only courses designed by international celebrity golfers 

such as Jack Nicklaus, Ernie Els, and Vijay Singh, but an entire way of 

life, including elaborately landscaped gated communities filled with. 

multimillion-dollar luxury villas and condos, clubhouses, and spas. In

deed, Chinese and foreign investors often see golf courses as simply a 

pretext for turning cheap land into expensive gated communities, 

which has led to a glut. The sheer number of courses is itself predic

tive that very soon golf may be the next luxury activity of the affluent 

to be claimed by middle-class consumers. 
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As with elites in many other countries, the game's popularity has 

spread in the classic fashion of emulation: first China's affluent emu

lated their Hong Kong, Taiwanese, Japanese, and international coun

terparts and learned to play; then their underlings followed, with the 

less well heeled having to settle for less expensive courses and driving 

ranges. As one young golfer practicing his swing at a two-story driving 

range in Shanghai's financial district put it, "Golf is· like social status. 

People play because they think they're rich, or because they want you 

to think it." Xiamen University administrators made golf lessons man

datory for their man_agement, law, economics, and software engineer

ing majors and available to all students. University president Zhu 

Chongzhi justified this decision by claiming that competence in golf 

would help a student's career and, in a somewhat circular argument, 

that "first-rate universities should cultivate the elites of society." In 

2006, an elementary school, the Shanghai Yangjing-Juyuan Experi

mental School, teamed up with its neighbor, the Lujiazui Golf Club, to 

be the first in the country to offer golflessons to primary school pupils, 

for 4,800 yuan a term. 

The spread of luxury brand consumption has not proceeded un

hindered, however. China remains nominally a Communist country 

with both a tradition of embracing frugality and a Maoist era disdain 

for consumerism. The consumption of imported luxury items remains 

controversial. In response to the statistic that 64 percent of the world's 

most expensive cognacs are sold in Asia, and the vast majority of that 

in China (where sales have grown by 146 percent in ten years), one 

chagrined official remarked, "How can a country where the annual 

income is less than $400 import so much cognac?" Similarly, golf's 

association with luxury and elitism seems to have unsettled CCP offi

cials, who a few decades earlier had transformed a British colonial 

golf course in Shanghai into a public zoo. Unlike their counterparts 

in the United States, Chinese government leaders are not routinely 

photographed playing golf. In 2003, former premier Zhu Rongji even 
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tried to limit golfing by public officials after a leading member of a 

Co~munist Party county committee in Hunan. province died while 

playing; although officials claimed he was on government business, the 

public wondered why he was working on the weekend and suspected 

he was on holiday at taxpayers' expense. And when the Beijing Youth 

Daily published an editorial stating that "promoting aristocratic sport

ing activities in universities is a vulgar pursuit of lucre," Beijing Uni

versity canceled its plans to add a campus driving range. 

;13ut shopping sprees, ski trips, and golf rounds aren't the only as

pects of wealthy lifestyles emulated by the middle class: mistresses 

have once again become status symbols in China. For centuries, con

cubines were treated like any other product: traded, sold, or used to 

close business deals. The practice was virtually stamped out in the 

Maoist era as decadent and bourgeois. In the early years of the Re

form Era, however, the revived practice quickly spread in Guangdong 

with the arrival of Hong Kong and Taiwanese businessmen. By 2000 

there were anywhere from hundreds of thousands to millions of such 

mistresses across China. In places such as Guangzhou, one fourth of 

those polled. said they personally knew someone who had or was a 

mistress.· The practice of keeping "second wives" (emai, or literally 

"second breasts," and often in the North called xiao laopo, or "little 

Mrs.") is so widespread that apartment complexes in prosperous areas 

of cities such as Dongguan, Chengdu, and Shanghai are popularly 

known as "concubine villages." 

These second wives play a complex role in China's consumer mar-
. '-._/ 

ketplace. They represent the top end of a market for sexual services 

that ranges from full-time street workers to factory employees who 

occasior;ially swap sex for money to the many levels of hostesses work

ing in massage parlors, karaoke clubs, and upscale bars. Even within 

the second wife category there is a taxonomy of prestige based on 

looks, education, and place of origin or ethnicity that ranges from the 

inexpensive and accommodating to the expensive and demanding. 
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As with so many other new consumer activities in China, having a 

second wife has gone from a discreet to a highly conspicuous practice. 

Indeed, being conspicuous is part of the mistress's job. One of the nu

merous tongue-in-cheek online "contracts" for second wives stipulates 

the expected benefits for each side: sex and "face" for the man, and a 

luxurious lifestyle for the woman marked by the consumption of high

class, sexually provocative, well:..known designer clothing and shoes. 

Llkewise, married men show off their wealth and taste by bringing their 

mistresses to trendy night spots, while less expensive second wives are 

often employed in place of personal assistants. 

In rare cases, these relationships enable second wives to accumu

late enough capital to grow wealthy with their own investments. In other 

cases, mistresses can wield some power over their patrons. The political 

career of a Communist Party chief in the city of Baoji, in Shaanxi pro

vince, known locally as "Mayor Zipper," was destroyed by the disclo

sures of one of his eleven mistresses. Yet acquiring wealth and consumer 

goods through work as a second wife remains dangerous. As Rachel 

DeWoskin observes, emai, like other sex workers, "are vulnerable to 

abuse, unprotected by degrees, careers, or backup plans, and often de

serted in their thirties. An increasing number of notable ernai now lead 

lives complicated by corruption and scandal. They are forbidden by law 

but flaunted in practice, socially both celebrated and condemned, just 

as concubines have always been." 

The biggest opposition to the free market in mistresses, however, 

has come from the government, which often turns a blind eye to pros

titution but has an interest in limiting the reach of the burgeoning 

market in mistresses, especially after a 2000 report revealed that over 

90 percent of corrupt male cadres kept one. Chinese media and gossip 

networks are rife with notorious cases of officials using ill-gotten gains 

to support second (and sometimes third and fourth) wives. The prac

tice is so widespread, according to anti~corruption activist Ll Xinde, 
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that it has given rise to a common saying: "Behind every corrupt offi

cial, there must be at least one mistress." Governmeht studies confirm 

this bit of folk wisdom. In a review of 102 cases of corruption in Guang

dong cities in 1999, every one included an illicit affair. 

Legal wives now have the right to all the family resources when 

husbands are convicted of maintaining second wives, though few cases 

make it to court. In perhaps the most famous such case, in January 2008 

the popular Chinese television personality Hu Ziwei stormed onto the 

set of a live broadcast of CCTV's official launch of a new Olympic sports 

channel to castigate her handsome and popular sports anchor husband 

for having an affair, even implying that China would never be a great 

power if it accepted such marital infidelities. Yet another example of the 

ripple effect caused by rapidly expanding consumer markets is private 

investigators who specialize in catching cheating husbands. In Chengdu, 

a divorced woman established one such agency, Debang, which has 

since established branches in other cities and employs more than a hun

dred people. The refusal to accept infidelity is one reason that divorces 

rose to 1.4 million in 2007, a rate of around 20 percent and a fivefold 

increase since the Reform Era began. 

Effects on Social Attitudes, Mobility, and Consumerism 

As noted earlier, the s1mple existence of the new aristocracy reflects a 

profound transformation in China. Twenty years ago China was among 

the world's most egalitarian but desperately poor countries; as a result 

of the economic reforms, the ~ise of this new elite has now made it 

one of the most unequal. In addition to the proliferation of Chinese 

millionaires and multimillionaires, before the start of the financial cri

sis of 2008, the country boasted more than a hundred billionaires, 

second only to the United States. Moreover, this inequality has grown 

53 



RS CHINR GOES, SO GOES THE WORLD 

very quickly. In the late 1990s, haVing a net worth of $6 million earned 

~ne a spot on Forbes magazine's list of the wealthiest Chinese; five 

years later it took at least $150 million. Another way to measure this 

inequality is the Gini coefficient, a standard international measure 

that ranges from 0 (perfect equality: everyone owns the same amount) 

to 1 (absolute inequality: one person owns everything). China's Gini 

coefficient has increased by more than 50 percent in the past two de

cades, with urban dwellers currently earning more than 4 times the 

income of rural residents. By 2009, China's coefficient was 0.46, mean

ing that it was more unequal than many Latin American and African 

countries. The inequality represented in the lifestyles of China's rich 

and famous also raises troubling consequences for social stability and 

the future development of a consumer-driven economy in China. 

It is ironic that while hundreds of millions of people have been 

lifted out of poverty in record time, giving the CCP one of the greatest 

triumphs in modem governance, China is also creating one of the 

most unequal societies in history. Even as tens of millions of Chinese 

have gained access to previously unimaginable material pleasures, hun

dreds of millions still have not. The social and economic implications 

of this shift should make the Chinese uneasy. It certainly does among 

the Communist Party's top leaders, who now talk endlessly of "build

ing a harmonious society" as they try to devise new strategies to spread 

the wealth. After all, "boosting domestic consumption" is a strategy not 

simply for economic growth, but also for maintaining political power 

and support. 

In the face of this inequality, China's new aristocrats seemingly 

walk on the razor's edge, their wealth and consumption inspiring both 

emulation and deep animosity. A surprising 65 percent of the Chinese 

polled by Beijing Youth Dauy admit to despising the wealthy; the most 

common words used to ,describe the new rich were corrupt and greedy. 

Most Chinese assume that the wealthy amass their fortunes through 
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corruption. According to a 2006 survey of multimillionaires by the re

spected Guangzhou-based newspaper Nan fang Weekend, Chinese mil

lionaires felt insecure and troubled that their wealth was considered 

not a validation but rather an indictment. When Rupert Hoogewerf, 

the founder of Hurun Report, compiled his first list of China's richest 

people in 1999, he encountered resistance; few people wanted to co

operate, and many of the people he identified as wealthy thereafter 

became targets for tax officials, the media, corporate blackmail, and 

even kidnappers. 

., The prevalence of billionaires who owe their fortunes to corrup

tion doesn't mean there haven't been rags-to-riches stories. The thirty

something billionaire game developer Timothy Chen embodies the 

possibility of a new class of admired wealthy. Chen's company, Shanda 

Network Development, which he hopes will become China's Walt 

Disney, overcame the two limitations of gaming gr~wth, payment and 

piracy, by locating his games almost exclusively online. Teenagers who 

log on and pay to play can avoid their parents' oversight by playing in 

Internet bars, and piracy. actually serves to. add new players. The com

pany is currently worth billions. Tellingly, Chen lives modestly. He 

claims to own only one apartment in Shanghai, and his parents exhibit 

the traditional suspicion of wealth. "If I was a very low official, they 

would be proud of this," he has revealed, "but as a rich man, they don't 

want to introduce me to their friends." 

A folk expression derived from Confucius's disciple Mencius holds 

that "one cannot become wealthy without being unjust." Chinese cul

ture, rich in aphorisms, is full of similar sentiments underscoring the 

fundamental incompatibility between the righteous (yi) and the prof

itable (li), and between the public (gong) and the private (si). Examples 

include "Just as there is no such thing as an honest official, there is no 

such thing as an honorable merchant," and "For one family to pros

per, ten thousand families must suffer to death." China's continued if 
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increasingly nominal status as a socialist country heightens this his

torical antagonism. During the Maoist era, capitalists were vilified and, 

in the late 1950s,·liquidated as a class. State workers had good reason 

to believe that they were, as Communist propaganda promised, the 

masters of Chinese society. Their work units provided them every

thing: salaries, housing, health care, and education. At retirement, they 

could count on a pension and continued housing and medical care 

and usually assured employment for a son or daughter in the same 

unit. They could reasonably come to see their workplaces as collec

tively owned by the members of their unit. In sharp contrast, the wui

ous forms of privatization that followed often benefited the few at the 

expense of the many. · 
There are four primary groups among China's newly rich, each 

emerging at a different stage of the reforms and each increasingly of

fensive to ordinary Chinese. The first group to appear was the small

scale individual entrepreneurs (getihu), who sprang up in the early 

years of the Reform Era, toward the end of the 1970s, and led China's 

initial retailing revolution. As nearly twenty million young people "sent 

down to the countryside" during the Cultural Revolution returned to 

Chinese cities seeking work, to absorb the unemployed the central 

government sanctioned the establishment of small-scale businesses 

with fewer than eight employees. By 1988, urban China had more than 

three million such enterprises, employing almost five million people. 

Roadside bicycle repair shops, food stalls, and fruit vendors appeared 

everywhere. In the countryside, home to three fourths of these new 

enterprises, individuals set up fishing ponds and other small busi

nesses. According to the sociologist Thomas Gold, who conducted in

terviews with the proprietors, most "had little confidence .in the life 

expectancy of the policy that spawned them. They therefore earned as 

much money as they could, consuming it aggressively in the expecta

tion that their halcyon days were numbered." This newly affluent group 
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was awarded very low social status, and while some became comfort

able and better off than state workers, very few are part of the new 

aristocracy today. 

A second and more successful group among the wealthy emerged 

with the reforms of 1985, when the government allowed state enter

prises to sell their surplus products and keep the profits. This promptly 

created a dual-track price structure for commodities: a lower price for 

quotas earmarked for the state, and a higher market price, often in

flated by 200 or 300 percent, for sale for profit. Tens of millions of Chi

nese exploited these price differentials, the most successful being the 

politically connected, especially the children of high-ranking officials 

or "princelings" holding provincial and national offices who used their 

connections to gain control over public resources and ensure state 

buyers even for bad products. Such speculation within this dual-track 

price structure became known as "official racketeering,'~ and its prac

titioners were labeled profiteers or wheeler-dealers. During the 1980s, 

this racketeering generated as much as 600 billion yuan in profits, but 

those who got rich by it were seen as parasites responsible for the 

rapid inflation that followed the price reforms of the late 1980s. In

deed, it has long been overlooked that profiteering, rather than a lack 

of political freedom and "democracy," was the primary complaint fu

eling the Tiananmen Square demonstrations of1989. 

But those wheeler-dealers were poor compared to the land specu

lators who gained their riches in the fate 1980s, and became China's 

first billionaires and even trillionaires. As with official profiteering, land 

speculators relied on political connections to gain the right to purchase 

choice parcels of land and secure loans from state-owned banks. Chi

nese land developers ate seen by most Chinese as completely depen

dent on state connections, from expropriating the land of urban residents 

and rural farmers to obtaining unsecured low-interest loans from state 

banks to finance construction. According to one report, 90 percent of 
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China's billionaires (measured in yuan) areprincelings, including nearly 

all of the richest developers in China-nine of the top ten real estate 

magnates and thirteen of the richest fifteen owners of construction 

companies iil Shanghai. Many Chinese blame this group for the infla

tion of the late 1980s and the inflated Chinese housing market, which 

has made home ownership prohibitively expensive and slowed. the 

spread bf a broader, middle-class consumerism. 
The final, largest, and most reviled category of the new rich are for

mer managers of state-owned enterprises (SOEs) who became wealthy 

during the rapid and notably corrupt conversion of public enterprises 

into private and stockholder-owned companies beginning i.n the 'late 

1990s. Having bought shares cheaply from the state to become major 

shareholders, once their enterprises were privatized they often sold 

this stock at a high profit, fired workers, and profited from the liquida

tion of enterprise assets, especially land, which was often located in 

city centers. The size of individual fortunes is often proportional to how 

callously state workers were dispossessed-the more ruthless the man

ager was, the wealthier he is. Moreover, these individuals still maintain 

their ties to the Communist Party: two thirds of the six million or so 

owners of private firms are former state officials, and about the same 

number are currently party members. 
Although not technically a part of the new aristocracy, another 

group of business leaders owe their position, wealth, and privilege to the 

state: the managers of the remaining state-owned enterprises. After all, 

the Chinese state still owns the country's largest companies, thereby 

maintaining monopolistic control over the "commanding heights" of 

the economy, including key industries such as energy, transport, bank

ing, and communications. The top twenty companies in China in terms 

of revenue are state owned (including such companies as Sinopec, China 

Mobile, China First Automobile, and China Minerals). And even the 

twentieth largest state-owned company (the Internet provider China 
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Netcom) has more revenue than the largest private company (the elec

trical appliance company GOME). The state companies are either mo

nopolies or oligopolies, and very profitable. All their senior and even 

mid-level executives are appointed by the CCP, and as a consequence, 

when they embezzle and misappropriate company funds, it's deemed 

"eorruption," a direct fleecing of the public rather than stealing from 

private stockholders. 

In one way, then, China decidedly differs from most industrialized 

countries. As the sociologist Xiaowei Zeng puts it, "Ordinary people in 

the PRC have better reasons than their counterparts in non-socialist 

societies to believe that the rich are rich because they have taken from 

the state and the people"-which explains why envy is matched by 

popular animosity toward the new aristocracy, having even spawned a 

neologism, "hatred of the rich," and a pop-psychological condition 

known as "the mentality of hating the rich," both ~dely used since 

2000. Notably, the Chinese generally despise the rich not for their 

extravagant or wasteful consumption, but because their wealth was ac

quired dishonestly. As a male bank employee from Beijing put it, "I 

could also become rich if I were heartless and ignored laws and ethics 

like rich people do. But I don't think I can, because my heart is too 

soft. It isn't worth it." 

Wealth inequality and resentment are also blamed for a rise in 

petty crimes. In 2003, the media attributed an increase in the number 

of high-end automobiles being vandalized to increasing hatred of the 

rich. Other reported forms of hostility directed toward the affluent 

included "bullying, exclusion, harassment, pranks, conspiracies to en

trap, and even a prevalent public attitude of hatred," the aim of which 

is simply to bring a wealthy person down a peg or two, to cause him or 

her to "experience a bit of suffering." The Chinese media have linked 

such hatred to much more horrific crimes as well. The year 2003 saw 

a spate of highly publici;z:ed murders of wealthy Chinese, including Li 
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Haicang of Shanxi, who was shot in his office; Liu Qimin of Fujian, 

who was stabbed to death by four employees; and Zhou Zubao of Bei

jing, who was murdered while visiting his rural hometown. The reac

tion on the Web was overwhelmingly uniform, with comments such as 

"he deserved to die" and "the murder was nicely done." 

The Reform Era has also witnessed the emergence of kidnapping 

and extortion targeting businesspeople, celebrities, and their children, 

many organized by sophisticated criminal gangs such as the Xinjiang 

Gang in Shanghai, the White Shark Gang in Guangdong, and the Wolf 

Gang in Shanxi. In the country's wealthier coastal provinces, there are 

at least ten such crimes a day. From a handful of cases in the early 1980s, 

by the tum of the century there were thousands-at least a third more 

than in Colombia, which is notorious in international business circles 

for the widespread practice. Many other kidnappings are related to la

bor and land disputes. When Hong Kong factory owner Lau Siufan 

visited his bicycle parts factory in Shenzhen in early 2006, for instance, 

he was abducted by thugs sent by a scrap metal vendor who demanded 

millions of yuan. Local police, viewing the matter as a business dispute, 

refused to intervene. 

As one market begets another, the newly rich increasingly hire 

bodyguards, thereby creating another wealth-related industry. As many 

as five thousand men now work as bodyguards in Guangzhou alone, 

and double that number in Shenzhen. The wealthy often send their 

children to British boarding schools, transfer assets overseas, live a 

less conspicuous lifestyle, .or relocate to cities such as Shanghai and 

Beijing, where conspicuous consumption is safer. One shoe factory 

owner reported that rather than provide a sense of security, his wealth 

had forced him to "transform his house into a fortress." After the father 

of a rural entrepreneur was abducted ten times, each time requiring a 

ransom of 80,000 to 100,000 yuan, he took out a special insurance 

policy. When another factory owner's son was kidnapped and the fam-
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ily forced to pay 300,000 yuan, neighbors blamed the victim's family 

for conspicuously living in a luxurious house and driving a Mercedes

Benz. Indeed, such crimes are commonly seen as a form of wealth 

redistribution-or, as a popular expression puts it, "robbing the wealthy 
to aid the poor." 

A dramatic increase in charitable giving by China's well-to-do may 

be in part an attempt to counter such widespread hatred. At the start 

of the twenty-first century, the new aristocracy in China were rou

tinely criticized by the media, government, and intellectuals as selfish, 

leading the government to call on wealthy companies and individuals 

to use more of their wealth to help the poor. After a brutal series of 

natural disasters in 2005, for instance, the vice-minister of civil affairs, 

Li Liguo, made a direct appeal to the wealthy to donate more, and 

policy makers have created tax breaks for charitable donations. As with 

every other aspect of China's emerging markets and wealth, the change 

in philanthropy happened quickly. The 2007 Hurun Report list of Chi

nese philanthropists noted that thirty of the nation's hundred wealthiest 

individuals were also among the top hundred most philanthropic, up 

from twenty the previous year, and that many of China's wealthy were 

contemplating establishing their own charitable foundations. Shen

zhen hotel entrepreneur Yu Pengnian gave away 2 billion yuan, mostly 

to pay for cataract surgery for 100,000 people. The effort seems to be 

working, with other philanthropists such as Huang Rulun and Li Jinyuan 
regularly garnering favorable press. 

The simultaneous creation of a consumer culture and monetiza

tion of political power have spread the desire for new consumer life

styles but not necessarily the means for attaining them, as new forms 

of corruption have made upward mobility increasingly difficult. Ac

cording to the outspoken journalist He Qinglian, now in exile in the 

United States, before 1978 the state monopolized all three forms of 

power-political, economic, and cultural/educational-and the Chi-
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nese enjoyed few material goods aside from basic items such as furni

ture and clothing. But market reforms enabled the politically powerful 

to gain control of formerly public assets through privatization arid to 

manipulate their public offices for private gain, leading sociologist 

Sun Liping to conclude, "if a middle class has had difficulty emerging 

in China, it is partly because so many of the resources necessary for 

one have already been cornered." In truth, the problem facing China 

is less that a middle class has failed to emerge than that its ranks may 

have difficulty expanding. 
He Qinglian identifies three layers or classes within contemporary 

China: a small elite, a much larger middle class, and an assortment of 

laborers and marginalized groups at the bottom. The political and eco

nomic elites comprise some seven million people, or 1 percent of the 

employed population. The economic elite is made up primarily of fam

ilies who have profited from what is popularly known as a "one family, 

two systems" arrangement, in which the parents work for the state and 

the children are in business. (The phrase itself is a play on "one country, 

two systems" used by the Communist Party to describe their flexible 

political approach toward incorporating Hong Kong into Chinese rule.) 

The elite also includes new'comers who have cultivated government 

ties and others, though a distinct minority, who have succeeded by 

seizing early market opportunities, especially in the high-tech sector. 

These subgroups share a lifestyle that, according to He Qinglian, in

cludes "high-speed living, limited spare time, abundant consumption 

and similar tendencies in their leisure pursuits and sexual proclivities." 

The arrangement is also inherently limiting: there are only so many 

effective ties to government and influence to be exploited. 

As He Qinglian points out, the difficulty of moving into China's 

new elite restricts the potential size of the new Chinese middle class 

and curtails their ability to buy and consume, thereby limiting the 

formation of the very class that Chinese and foreign political and busi

ness leaders are looking to become the new global economic motor. 
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At the top of the current middle class are "well-paid intellectual work

ers, managers of middling and small enterprises in the state sector, 

private owners of middling and small firms, white-collar employees of 

firms with foreign investment, [and] employees of state monopolies," 

which constituted somewhat more than twenty-nine million people, 

or about 4 percent of the workforce. Below these are "specialized 

technicians, scientific researchers, lawyers, teachers in higher educa

tion and middle schools, rank-and-file employees in the arts or media, 

average functionaries in government, middle- and lower-level man

agement in state enterprises, [and] upper-level self-employed and 

traders," who together comprise about eighty-two million people, or 

almost 12 percent of the workforce. Although the makeup of these 

middle-class groups is much the same as in Western countries, it jn

cludes a much smaller proportion of the entire population. 

The government's attempts to create a br~ad consumer society 

are being obstructed by China's having not only a small middle class 

but an entrenched working class. The Chinese workforce, represent

ing many millions of potential consumers, faces massive unemploy

ment and underemployment, especially since the privatization push 

of the late 1990s left millions unemployed, what is euphemistically 

called "off-post." By the end of that decade, the official jobless rate 

was over ten million, although the actual number was undoubtedly 

much higher. This doesn't even take into consideration the hundreds 

of millions of poor Chinese, many of them farmers. In the earliest 

years of the Reform Eb, when farmers were allowed to sell their sur

plus, those near major cities were the first to become wealthy, a trend 

of rural enrichment that failed to continue. Now farmers face many 

burdens. Although the land tax was reduced and then abolished in 

2006, farmers face endless levies and other forms of indirect taxation 

and local corruption. Chinese agriculture remains largely unindustri

alized and inefficient, keeping incomes down. In 2008 the number of 

poor receiving government assistance was at least thirty-five million, 
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the unemployed were as many as one hundred million, and poorly 

paid migrant laborers were at least another hundred million. This ma

jor reduction in the middle layers of Chinese society and rapid expan

sion of its lower layers, according to He Qinglian, creates a surefire 

formula for social instability. She for one is skeptical that the global 

trade opportunities provided by China's joining the WTO -in 2001 will 

solve these problems. WTO members cannot force China to elimi

nate official corruption, and membership may actually have exacer

bated social polarization between elites and the rest of society and 

between wealthier coastal provinces and poorer interior ones. 

And yet China's creation of a Western-style consumer culture, right 

down to SUV ownership and exotic foreign golf holidays, shows no 

signs of abating. The complaint that officials are using public money 

for expensive hobbies such as golf is very different from the com

plaint that the growing desire to play golf is inherently bad or unfair. · 

While many Chinese may resent the way the wealthy have obtained 

their wealth, they also endorse and desire the lifestyles of China's newly 

rich and famous, which results in a further entrenchment of consumer 

culture. Although corrupt politicians may come and go, the new afflu

ent lifestyles they have helped create-the pinnacle of consumer 

c~lture-have become only more firmly fixed. As Sebastien Noat, the 

manager of Block 8, a luxury night-life complex in Beijing that caters 

to the capital's new class of young urban professionals, summed up the 

reason for such luxurious lifestyles in China: "The owners of America 

live here." And while these new "owners of America" may now pri

marily emulate the lifestyles of their foreign counterparts, as they and 

China grow wealthier, they have also begun to redefine international 

luxury standards and what it means to be wealthy. 
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Much of popular understanding of modem history is based on photo

genic turning points. One such moment was in June 1987, when U.S. 

president Ronald Reagan stood in front of the Berlin Wall that sepa

rated Communist East Germany from capitalist West Germany and 

famously challenged Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev to "tear down 

this wall." Yet at about the same time as Reagan's telegenic dare, far 

from the glare of the cameras a less sensational but perhaps even more 

significant barrier separating Communist China from capitalist Tai

wan was beginning to crumble. Nowhere, perhaps, was the cold war 

better represented than in the division of the Chinese nation into two 

blocs separated not only by a mass of water but by ideology-by com

munism and capitalism at their most strident. But starting the same 

year as Reagan's memorable speech, the potent pull of shared economic 

interests and shared history would lead to a gradual thaw between the 

two places that would dramatically transform China's consumer cul

ture. Although this shift may not have been as obvious as in Eastern 

Europe-where following the collapse of the Soviet Union throngs of 

formerly captive consumers drove their Trabants and other jalopies 

into Western countries looking for things to buy-it was just as real, 

and arguably more influential. 
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There was a time, not that long ago, when Chinese youth dreamed 

of a life in the United States enjoying the vast variety of fast-food restau

rants, dance clubs, shopping malls, concerts, and everything that a cos

mopolitan city with a lively nightlife could off er. Today, the consumer 

options available in Shanghai would put most American cities to shame. 

Some Chinese living in the United States now even refer to returning 

to America after a visit in China as "going back to the countryside from 

the city." When a Chinese friend retumed to the southwestem Chinese 

city of Kunming from her home outside San Francisco, she reported to 

me that her Chinese friends teased her about being an "American peas

ant" for being so unfashionably dressed. So how have Chinese cities

and especially Shanghai----created such dynamic consumer cultures so 

quickly? The answer is simple: Taiwan. 
To understand the impact of Taiwan on this transformation, it 

helps to understand the origins of the Chinese cold war that preceded 

it. In 1911, Sun Yat-sen, known as the father of the modern Chinese 

nation, led the overthrow of the Qing Dynasty. He established the 

Republic of China (ROC) the following year, co-founding the Chinese 

Nationalist Party (Guo min tang) and serving as its first "leader. This new 

state comprised most of mainland China and Mongolia and, with the 

surrender ofJapan at the end of World War II, was'joined by the is

land of Taiwan. This was followed by civil war between the Westem

backed Nationalist Party, now led by Chiang Kai-shek, and Mao's 

Communist Party. When the Nationalist Party lost that war in 1949, 

they retreated across the Taiwan straits to the island of Taiwan and 

established Taipei (Taibei) as the supposedly temporary capital of the 

republic, which early in the cold war was recognized by many West

em nations and the United Nations as the sole legitimate government 

of all of China. On the mainland, the Communists founded the Peo

ple's Republic of China (PRC). When he fled, Chiang Kai-shek took 

with him his soldiers, members of his Nationalist Party, and perhaps 
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most important, many Chinese intellectual and business leaders-some 

two million refugees in all. Many of the exiles who would help Taiwan 

prosper and grow, however, had been forced to leave families and 

friends behind, dividing not only Chinese culture but hundreds of 

thousands of families. 

For those transplanted to Taiwan and their descendants, the main

land just a few miles away was shrouded in mystery and the anti

Communist propaganda avidly spread by the Nationalists. There was, 

indeed, so little contact between the two that when I dropped out of 

college for a year and supported myself by teaching English in Tai

wan, students and adults who knew I had traveled in mainland China 

would routinely ask me what it was really like (and, of course, which . 

place was better). Military tensions between the countries ran high 

well into the 1980s. In the center of Taipei, giant placards proclaimed 

the national goal: "Retake the Mainland!" 

It wasn't the Taiwanese military but rather a political decision that 

profoundly transformed Taiwan-China economic and cultural relations 

and accelerated the restoration of China's consumer culture. In 1987, 

Taiwan's Nationalist government lifted martial law and eased restric

tions on contact with the mainland. The result was the massive in

crease in the flow of capital, products, and eventually people between 

Taiwan and China. The oft-used metaphor of "flows" makes this China

Taiwan exchange sound natural, as though a current gently moved 

capital, pop culture, and people across the strait. In reality, the ex

change was driven by political decisions on both sides, although Tai

wan's comparative advantage in human and material resources and 

Chinese demand for those resources determined the content and vol

ume of the flow. As China's economic reforms advanced, more and 

more mainland Chinese consumers realized that rather than "duties" 

they had "needs'.' that the Taiwanese were best able to meet. And as 

Taiwan's industrial sector became less competitive internationally, its 
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deindustrializing economy needed to find new markets; its workers, 

new jobs. 
The profit motive led the way; manufacturers and business own

ers followed. As a consequence, China has received massive quanti

ties of Taiwanese investment. Indeed, one could argue that Taiwanese 

investments have financed the transformation of China. Of an esti

mated $700 billion invested directly and indirectly by foreigners in 

China by 2006, $100 billion came from Taiwan. This is all the more 

remarkable considering the size of Taiwan and that the two nations 

remain technically at war. Taiwanese investments have gone into tens of 

thousands of projects all over China, even in Nanchang, the birthplace 

of the Communist state. Today, more than seventy thousand Taiwanese 

companies have investments in the mainland. 
Trade between the two countries now breaks new records yearly 

and has amounted to over $2 trillion since 1987. In 2002, China re

placed the United States as the top market for Taiwanese goods. In 

2005, Taiwan sent $50 billion worth of goods to China-everything 

from electronics to fruit-and received $20 billion worth of goods in 

return. And this total doesn't include trade via Hong Kong, which, 

because Taiwan had banned direct exchanges with the mainland for 

decades, re-shipped tens of billions from Taiwan to China and helped 

Taiwan generate a $60 billion trade surplus. But these figures repre

sent not simply commodities traveling back and forth but a transfor

mation of ordinary lives. They reflect a sea change from millions of 

girls standing in rows in identical Mao suits shouting Communist slo

gans to those same girls wearing the trendiest fashions and singing the 

latest pop tunes from Taipei while walking down streets full of restau

rants and clubs. 
Perhaps as important as this resumption of trade was Taiwan's par

tial lifting of a travel ban' to China upon the death of Chiang Kai-shek's 

son Chiang Ching~kuo. This led to an informal cultural exchange as 
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families divided for decades after the civil war were reunited, bring

ing with them a tide of cultural influences. Those driven into exile by 

the civil war and their children now became agents of new consumer 

lifestyles as they traveled back and forth between the two countries, 

taking their new customs and tastes with them. After decades of sepa

ration, Taiwanese travelers not only got to learn about contemporary 

China firsthand but also taught the Chinese much about being con

sumers through everyday interactions, arguably doing more than any 

other group to directly transform Chinese consumer culture at the 

local level. Although their visits usually lasted only a few days or weeks, 

their gifts and their attitudes stayed behind. 

Take, for example, the father of one of my foqner Taiwanese stu

dents. When he traveled to see his relatives still living in his ancestral 

homeland in rural Henan province, he didn't arrive empty-handed. 

Like tens of thousands of other Taiwanese visitors, he returned to 

China with lavish presents. Indeed, he had intended to give his main

land ~elatives a color TV, one of the most coveted and difficult-to-obtain 

products in China at the time, but they had begged him not to. Such 

a gift would not only elicit envy but force his mainland relatives to 

host TV parties for family, friends, and hangers-on. Others were less 

cautious, accepting not only TVs but washing machines, motorcycles, 

and cash. The gift giving became so common and the items so predict

able that enterprising Taiwanese stores made the whole process easier 

by allowing travelers to purchase the gifts in Taiwan and then pick them 

up in China. 

This exchange has accelerated Taiwan's profound influence on 

consumer lifestyles in China. In the decades since those gift-giving 

reunions, Taiwan has shaped a rapidly growing consumer culture di

rectly through its pop culture, which was quickly and enthusiastically 

adopted in China. A mainland county-sized city such as Dongguan 

suggests the feedback loop atwork. Located on the Pearl River Delta, 
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Dongguan is now one of China's most important industrial cities. First 

came the Taiwanese-financed factories, which provided higher wages 

and standards of living for local Chinese. Then Taiwanese investors 

brought new consumer products and services, initially targeting Tai

wanese transplants but then the newly affluent Chinese. 

While political sensitivities and the use of tax havens make it dif

ficult to accurately measure the extent of Taiwanese monetary invest

ment in China, it is undoubtedly vast. Intracultural flows are even harder 

to quantify. Of course, this is not only a Taiwan-China problem. I grew 

up in America shortly after the so-called British Invasion of U.S. pop 

culture of the late 1960s, which included the biggest rock bands of the 

day; the Beatles, the Who, Led Zeppelin, and the Rolling Stones. 

While it is relatively easy to track how much those groups earned from 

concerts and record sales, that leaves unaddressed how "British" my 

own pop cultural sensibility is and whether this music was even "Brit

ish" or a re-imported (and whitened) version of American blues, jazz, 

and rock. In the case of Taiwan's influence on China, we can.find both 

obvious influences, those known and sold as "Taiwanese,'' and more 

subtle ones, through consumer goods such as instant noodles and 

practices such as Japanese karaoke, introduced through Taiwan with

out necessarily being identified as such. 

From Mainland Fervor to Shanghai Fever 

Since the first major wave of Taiwanese businesspeople arrived dur

ing the "Mainland Fever" following the lifting of martial law and relax

ation of the travel ban in 1987, more than a million-known .in China 

as Taishang-have relocated to China and established several tens of 

thousands of businesses. Taiwanese who had previously and illegally 

arrived in China and invested their money had usually settled in areas 
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where they could continue in low-tech, labor-intensive "sunset" in

dustries such as shoes and bicycles. Taiwanese investors helped tum 

places such as Dongguan from a rural fishing area into a city of seven 

million and the country's third largest exporting city-now also home 

to the second largest shopping mall in the world. Dongguan was an 

obvious choice for factories because it is close to Hong Kong, which, 

along with nearby Macao, offered the only direct flights to Taiwan. In 

the early years, Taishang were mostly men relocating on their own. 

But by 2000, more than 100,000 Taiwanese entrepreneurs lived in 

Dongguan and another 300,000 Taiwanese workers and family de

pendents had settled in the rest of Guangdong province. 

Like the treaty ports that had facilitated the introduction of the 

mass-produced material culture of the industrial age into China in the 

early twentieth century, these initially small Taiwanese communities in 

China became conduits for introducing new jobs and professions along 

with new consumer lifestyles. The town of Houjie was one of the first 

witllin Dongguan prefecture to receive Taiwanese investment. In the 

1980s, small-size shoe fa~tories began relocating there to save on labor 

and production costs. As more Taiwanese arrived, Taishang began to 

cater to their tastes with modest Taiwanese restaurants and papaya 

milk shops. These were soon followed by other Taiwanese chains, such 

as Yon Ho Soybean, Mentor hair salons, and an ever-increasing num

ber of clothing stores. By the mid-1990s, Taiwanese retailers shifted 

their attention from simply serving fellow Taiwanese transplants to 

wooing the increasingly affluent Chinese host comm~nity. 

As China's economic reforms advanced, China offered the Tai

shang short- and long-term economic opportunities that no longer 

existed back in Taiwan. Take the case of Min, a businessman inter

viewed by sociologist Ping Lin. With his business drying up on Tai

wan, Min went to China in the early 1990s to design and construct 

buildings for transplanted Taiwanese businesses dissatisfied with the 
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quality of mainland builders. Once there, he traveled around China 

looking for other opportunities to make a quick buck. Seeing that Bei

jing fashions lagged behind those in South China, he bought fashion

able pants in bulk in the far southern province of Guangdong and 

resold them in Beijing. Introducing the concept of marketing to Com

munist China, he hired several beautiful women to walk around the 

streets modeling the clothing. Suddenly, young Chinese girls became 

aware of a new "need," and the models told them where they could 

fulfill it. Min promptly sold out his stock, and the erstwhile builder 

ended up making his fortune selling pants. In China, the Taiwanese 

also found that they could afford more comfortable lifestyles than 

they could back at home. As one Taishang explained, by living in Dong

guan he could afford a more beautiful girlfriend, a bigger house with 

servants, and meals at any restaurant-"even the cost for prostitutes is 

much cheaper." Other Taiwanese began visiting China to shop for both 

goods and services, taking advantage of the lower prices. 

A new phase of Taiwanese investment and immigration to China 

began with the 2000 election in Taiwan of the independence-minded 

Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) candidate Chen Shui-bian to the 

presidency. Fearing increased political instability, Taiwanese businesses 

succumbed to "Shanghai Fever." The media saturated Taiwan with im

ages of the opportunities and quality oflife (all maintained by a stable 

state) available across the water, and books on investing and living in 

Shanghai by Taiwanese businessman Chen Bin became bestsellers. The 

old image of China as backward was replaced by that of a cutting-edge 

Shanghai portrayed as a land of "eating, drinking, playing, and plea

sure." Within five years, more than 12,000 Taiwanese businesses and 

between 300,000 and 600,000 Taiwanese had set themselves up in 

Shanghai and the surrounding areas of the Lower Yangzi River Delta. 

Unlike their earlier counterparts, this new wave of Taiwanese busi

nessmen brought their wives and children with them, creating entire 
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communities with their own neighborhoods, schools, and social scenes. 

They also shifted from light manufacturing to high-tech and high

fashion, and to service industries such as banking, consulting, medical 

services, education, and real estate. For instance, Kunshan, an hour's 

drive from Shanghai, now resembles Taiwan's high-tech industri.al zone 

and is known as Little Taipei. Although it may have been faddish to 

relocate to Shanghai, many Taiwanese businesspeople felt they had no 

choice. Transplanted wives also enjoyed a better quality of life, with 

increased purchasing power. But Shanghai Fever differed from earlier 

migrations of Taiwanese to the mainland in that it included not just 

mid-level managers but also Taiwanese cultural leaders and visionaries. 

These transplants helped remake Shanghai to accommodate a global 

middle and upper class accustomed to luxury condos, elevated high

ways, international schools, supermarkets with favorite imported foods, 

restaurants with international cuisines, KTV (karaoke bars) programmed 

with familiar pop songs, and bookstores stocking the latest foreign 

bestsellers. As China's recent transformation establishes itself beyond 

any shadow of doubt, consumerism begets more consumerism. 

These new migrants have already begun to redefine Shanghai and 

China as a destination for global consumers. Tourists come to China no 

longer just to experience Mao's "Revolutionary China," but also to shop, 

seeking a wider and less expensive variety of consumer goods and expe

riences. As a tourist destination, China offers visitors from elsewhere the 

experience of feeling wealthy. Ten or twenty years ago, comparative 

wealth wouldn't have meant much, as there wasn't much to buy. But now 

urban China resembles a giant open-air mall. For those who move to 

China, the promise is an immediate upgrade in class status. "You can have 

as many housemaids as you want," as one Taiwanese housewife living in 

China put it. "You can't have this kind of life in Taiwan or in the U.S." 

By 2005-2006, the very media that had fueled Shanghai Fever 

were now full of stories about broken dreams and lost fortunes. None-
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theless, the Taiwanese keep coming. Most feel they have few options. 

As put by one reporter's Taiwanese friend, "Unemployment in Taiwan 

has risen and hundreds of thousands have not only lost theirjobs but 

also their dreams. But now New Shanghai has become a place where 

many people think they can change their fortunes, especially those 

'New Shanghaiese' from Taiwan who are willing to take a bold chance 

and work hard." A new generation of Americans and Europeans has 

begun to follow on their heels. Thanks largely to the Taiwanese, an 

expanding infrastructure of consumerism will already be there to greet 

these new expats and fulfill their needs. 

Catering to Chinese Tastes 

The profound influence that the Taiwanese have had on the leisure 

culture on the mainland is especially evident in Chinese cuisine and res_=

taurants. Initially there to serve other Taiwanese, Taiwanese companies 

. providing everything from fast food to high-end delicacies have opened 

branches throughout China, introducing the mainland to such Taiwan

ese foods as egg pancakes and bubble tea. Taiwanese fast-food chains 

such as Yon Ho Soybean and Yonghe King have popularized Taiwan-style 

beef noodle soup. Fashionable Shanghai districts around The Bund, 

Nanjing Road, and Huaihai Road have opened Taiwanese-style coffee 

shops, shaved ice and bubble tea shake shops, teahouses, and even 

branches of high-end restaurants such as Ding Tai Fung, ranked by the 

New York Times as one of the world's best. The biggest Taiwanese suc

cess story in sheer volume may be Master Kong-brand instant noodles, 

which sells over six billion packages in China per year. 

All of which underscores that Taiwan has taught China a great 

deal about modern food retailing, a key to the successful introduction 

of consumerism. Take Yonghe King, one of the first Taiwanese restau-
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rant chains in China. In 1995, Ll Yulin, like tens of thousands before 

her, visited Shanghai from Taiwan to look for business opportunities 

and exploit the gap between Taiwanese and mainland Chinese con

sumer lifestyles. She soon found that the two most popular Taiwanese 

breakfast options, soybean milk and deep-fried dough sticks, were 

sold out of unhygienic street stalls and were not as good in China. "At 

the very least," she observed, "I knew that Taiwanese living in Shanghai 

would welcome the opportunity to buy better-tasting soybean milk, 

fried dough sticks, stove-fried bread, and riceballs and enjoy them in 

cleaner, friendlier surroundings." So she and co-investor Ll Youao 

opened a very modest shop of 120 square meters, hiring Li Yulin's own 

father to cook (He would later be immortalized as the KFC Colonel 

Sanders-like face on the company logo.) Within three years, the origi

nal partners had taken on additional investors and opened 18 shops 

on the mainland. Within a decade, the chain had 120 restaurants in 

10 cities, making the brand a household name and creating a 24-hour 

fast-food dining experience. A few years ago Li Youao decided to 

make the company the "Chinese McDonald's" and teamed up with the 

Philippines' largest fast-food chain, Jollibee (founded by an ethnic Chi

nese), to open 1,000 new restaurants in China. In a stroke of market

ing genius, the chain aimed to set up branches next door to every 

McDonald's. 

In Shanghai, Yon Ho Soybean is another Taiwanese chain offering 

what the proprietors bill as a "Chinese-style" fast food. The chain be

gan in the Taiwanese town of Yungho and initially marketed soymilk 

concentrate to small breakfast restaurants. The company branched 

out into other products, and in 1997 it ventured into China. Encoun

tering supply-chain problems and finding it difficult to collect bills, in. 

1999 it changed its strategy and opened its first restaurant in Shang

hai's Pudong district. But rather than concentrate on city centers, 

where competition was fiercest, the company decided to expand into 
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outlying areas and rely on licensees, opening nearly a hundred stores 

in secondary markets across China. The company has become so suc

cessful that Yonghe (a different spelling of Yon Ho, which means "eter

nal peace") has almost become a generic term for fast food, sometimes 

making the company a victim of its own success. According to com

pany estimates, more than a hundred fast-food outlets in Shanghai 

alone use the two characters that make up the company's name, forc

ing it to file an endless number of trademark infringement lawsuits. It 

also responded to this threat by importing another mass retailing 

practice, creating a mascot-a baby scarecrow-and placing it, like 

the Ronald McDonald clown, at the entrance to stores to reassure 

consumers th~t they are in the right place. 

. Taiwan exerted an early and very powerful influence on the spread 

and growth of Chinese consumerism. What's important to keep in mind 

here is that, as with cars, this brought a cascade of consequences. China 

wanted Taiwanese investment dollars, technology, and expertise--so it 

opened the door. Taiwanese spied an opportunity and charged through 

it. But China didn't bring in the Taiwanese in expectation of building 

a market for bubble tea. If you take billions of dollars of Taiwanese 

investment dollars, it turns out you also get better fried dough sticks 

and bubble tea, which sets off new desires and market competition. 

Suddenly the issue isn't if you drink coffee, but what brand and where. 

Pop Music Makes Pop Commodities 

Once, everywhere you went in China you were greeted by the strains 

of martial music and patriotic songs blaring out from public address 

systems. But now China's youth have discovered that they need pop 

music, which is perhaps the most ubiquitous Taiwanese consumer 

product in China and now as unavojdable as the Mao-era songs on9e 
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were. The Taiwanese-dominated world of "mandopop," or Mandarin 

Chinese-language pop music, is not simply diluted Western pop but, 

in the words of anthropologist Marc Moskowitz, "a new sonic ethos-a 

blend of traditional Chinese, Japanese, Taiwanese, and Western mu

sical styles into something new and delightful for Chinese-speaking 

audiences." This sonic ethos has been enormously successful in China, 

accounting for 80 percent of Chinese-language music sales in the 

country. 

This pop revolution started in the late 1970s with the arrival of 

Taiwanese singer Teresa Teng (Teng Li-chtin, Deng Lijun, 1953-1995). 

She was an instant star in China, and during the first years of the Re

form Era, Beijingtried to ban her music as "decadent" and "yellow" 

(which means "pornographic"). She was, after all, from "enemy terri

tory," and her voice was said to be reminiscent of the Nationalist fe

male spies in Communist movies about the civil war. Indeed, among 

villagers along the coast, it was commonly rumored that the Taiwan

ese' floated balloons with canned food and tapes of Ten g's music across 

the Taiwan Strait. The Chinese weren't allowed to buy her music in 

stores or hear her on state-run radio or television. It didn't matter. 

Smuggled onto the mainland, her tapes were copied and recopied at 

litt~e cost and her music spread from southeastern China across the 

country. 

Teng's songs introduced new themes into Chinese music, such as 

love, nostalgia, and other long-suppressed emotions. As her popular

ity grew, she became known by the affectionate Chinese diminutive 

"Little Teng." Her fame even began to eclipse that of China's reform 

leader Deng Xiaoping, with whom she shared a surname. (Teng is an 

alternative way to transliterate the Chinese character Deng.) Some 

even joked, "Give me Little Teng over Old Deng any day!" Much like 

bubble tea and other Taiwanese imports, Little Teng was quickly imi

tated by Chinese such as Li Guyi, who adopted her gentle, breathy 
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style to record the first pop hit of the post-Mao era, "Hometown Love." 

Finally, in 1987, Teng's records were officially allowed. 

The themes that dominate Taiwanese mandopop are the key to its 

popularity in China: nostalgia, the disappearance of traditional values, 

the desire to develop one's own individual lifestyle, and romance

topics rarely discussed, let alone sung about, under Mao. The music 

also allows consumers to feel more cosmopolitan by tapping into 

trends within the Chinese diaspora. Gently sung Taiwanese mando

pop, with its predominant themes of loneliness and isolation, stood in 

stark contrast to Maoist~era music, which demanded a cheerful inten

sity in celebration of the state. Mandopop allows the Chinese to ex

press loneliness, sorrow, and heartbreak, emotions that, according to 

Moskowitz, are "difficult to express in Chinese and Taiwan's cultures, 

which idealize stoic endurance and emphasize indirectness as a means 

to maintaining social harmony." 

In the early 1980s, Taiwanese "campus folk music" by singers such 

as Luo Ta-you (Luo Dayou) captured the student market by reflecting 

the feelings and problems of ordinary people. The music appealed to 

students cynical about Chinese politics and attracted to the simple 

style of songs such as "The Olive Tree" and "Grandma's Penghu Bay." 

The music also showed a new generation that pop music could be a 

vehicle for critical thought and not just bourgeois escapism. Inspired, 

homegrown Chinese rock stars soon emerged, such as Wang Yanjun, 

Li Haiying, and, the most popular of all, Cui Jian, who in the 1980s 

. recorded the generational anthem of students, "I Have Nothing at All." 

These new cultural influences were quickly copied by Chinese artists 

covering Taiwanese music. The industry took off, and in the 1990s 

China launched the first all-music radio stations dedicated to_ pop. 

At the same time, the spread of Taiwanese-style karaoke bars 

(known as KTVs) throughout China gave people a new reason to fol

low Taiwanese pop culture. KTVs have been central to the popular-
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ization of Taiwanese mandopop ·and of new private commercialized 

gathering spaces in China. In the 1970s the Taiwanese created busi

nesses that rented small private rooms with karaoke machines, TVs, 

and amplification. These rent-a-living-room spaces were used to host 

parties, impress dates, or allow men to meet women supplied by the 

businesses. Until the intellectual property rights crackdowns in the 

late 1990s forced many out of business, Taiwan also offered "MTVs," 

similarly ubiquitous establishments in which to watch movies. By the 

end of the 1980s, Beijing had one disco and seventy KTVs. A decade 

later, KTVs were everywhere, not only in the capital but throughout 

China, exposing consumers to a much wider array of mandopop tunes 

and (due to laxer policing of copyrights) movies than those available 

through state-controlled media. 

As is true throughout the world, deliberately or not, musicians 

were not just selling music. Taiwanese pop stars appealed to Chinese 

consumers for the lifestyles they represented, coming to play a critical 

role' in reintroducing gender differentiation in contemporary China. 

After decades of attempting to playdown or erase gender differences 

and create a masculine unisex ideal under Mao-remember those 

Mao suits-Chinese women eagerly abandoned their masculine short 

haircuts and frumpy clothing and found in female pop stars role mod

els for an updated though still traditional femininity. These pop stars 

became vehicles for a revived sense of womanhood emphasizing fra

gility, softness, and sexuality, and consumer choice-in this case, over 

which star to listen to and emulate-became a way to create real and 

imagined distance from state control. It also offered a means to rede

fine manhood, representing men as a product for female consumption 

and ensuring a preponderance of ballads celebrating soft males. 

Following the Tiananmen Incident of June 4, 1989, many artists 

fled or assumed a lower profile, temporarily dampening interest in Tai

wanese pop music. But Chinese policy makers, eager to counteract 

79 



RS CHINR GOES, SO GOES THE WORLD 

the negative international publicity, loosened restrictjons on pop cul

ture outlets to 'redirect anger over increased political controls, thus al

lowing the spread of pop culture through radio, TV, and publications. 

Taiwanese and Hong Kong stars remained the trendsetters, selling 

four fifths of all pop albums and headlining concerts in China. The 

dominant Taiwanese pop star in China in the 1990s was Chang Hui

mei, known simply as A-Mei. Her popularity reflected many things, not 

least of which was the sophisticated American-style marketing ma

chine that promoted her, often through her endorsement of products 

such as Sprite soda. She was the first solo performer to appear at Bei

jing's Workers' Stadium, a site once used for political rallies, and the 

tickets for her concerts sold for record prices and triggered a media 

frenzy. In the feedback loop of popular consumption, the marketing 

of A-Mei taught the Chinese culture industry the value of public rela

tions in promoting pop culture consumption, and such practices have 

since become commonplace. 

The Chinese can now get their Taiwanese entertainment through 

concerts, satellite TV, overseas radio broadcasts, pirated music CDs 

and concert DVDs, and the Internet. Concerts have also become big 

business. Tickets for a Shanghai concert by the wildly popular Taiwan

ese boy band F4 sold for a record 2,000 yuan. The market for this sort 

of entertainment is not limited to big cities and big venues but ex

tends across China. 

The Chinese government has periodically tried to limit Taiwan's 

influence over popular culture, regulating concerts, banning some TV 

shows, restricting the number of Taiwanese actors allowed to appear 

in mainland-produced TV dramas, forbidding the inclusion of Tai

wanese production company's names in the credits, and setting quotas 

for the broadcast of Taiwanese TV variety shows. These periods of re

striction often accompany the lead-up to major political events such 
( 

as the Chinese Communist Party's National Congresses (held every five 
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years). In the months preceding the Sixteenth National Congress of the 

CCP (November 2002), forinstance, China Central TV (CCTV) banned 

Taiwanese TV series and reemphasized "patriotic" programming such 

as game shows. 

But the periodic politicizing of pop cultural icons misses the larger 

point: as noted earlier with cars, the consumer genie is now out of the 

bottle. Nothing establishes this more clearly than Chinese officials 

who, while deploring imported pop .culture, have tried to create sani

tized substitutes. In 1993, for instance, four hundred music videos 

with patriotic themes were produced for China's MTV, part of a plan 

to Sinify imported mandopop in a way to, as officials put it, "reflect 

China's 5,000 year cultural history." Sinification included videos fea

turing gratuitous shots of the Chinese Hag and the Great Wall and songs 

praising life in China. It is little wonder that these groups, such as the 

Heartbeat Boys and Power of China, have failed to match the popu

larity of Taiwan's F4, Korea's H.O.T., or Japan's V6. As one veteran 

Chinese music blogger, Massage Milk, recalled, 'We believed, we fer

vently believed and we superstitiously believed" in the superiority of 

Taiwanese pop music. 

The Fad Four and Girls with Needs 

The Taiwanese mastery at marketing and the Chinese central govern

ment's decreased ability to control the consumption of pop culture are 

nowhere more evident than in the popularity of the boy band F4. 

F4 got its start in a nineteen-part Taiwanese TV mini-series, Meteor 

Garden. Producer Angie Chan wap.ted to create a soap opera featuring 

good-looking boys and found an appropriate storyline in a Japanese 

manga called Boys Are Prettier Than Flowers. First broadcast in Tai

wan in April 2001, it was an immediate hit. Thanks to the highly in-
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tegrated East Asian youth culture and new communication technol

ogies such as satellite Tv, the Internet, and DVDs, the program spread 

throughout the Chinese-speaking world and into Japan and Korea 

within months. 

Sony capitalized on the show's success by turning its lead actors 

into a boy band called F4-an abbreviation for Flowers Four. Initially, 

China's State Administration of Radio, Film, and Television (SARFT) 

allowed a heavily censored version of the series to be aired, and the 

Ministry of Culture granted permission for the release of the band's 

first album, Meteor Rain. State-run TV stations throughout China paid 

handsomely for broadcast rights, expecting large profits from higher 

advertising fees. By early 2002, some nine hundred small and medium

size cities had shown the program. Shanghai and Beijing telecasters, 

however, held back, fearing pohtical repercussions, but the extensive 

and sophisticated black market for pirated TV shows meant there was 

httle the government could do to stop people from watching. As put by 

Zhang Lulu, a nineteen-year-old Shanghai fan, 'When girls hke us have 

needs, there is nothing anyone can do to stop us." She alone bought fifty 

copies of the program to give as gifts. By that summer, Sony had sold 

half a million copies of the band's album and estimated that another 

five million copies had been pirated. Taiwan, once a notorious intel

lectual property infringer, had now .become a victim itself. 

Although the state reversed its decision and yanked the show 

"temporarily" because it could "easily mislead the youth," its failure to 

suppress its dissemination reveals the near impossibility of containing 

consumer culture and markets in China. The Chinese now own more 

than three hundred million TV sets, and TV advertising revenues are 

in the billions of dollars (witness CCTV's spectacular new headquar

ters in Beijing). The availabihty of inexpensive pirated DVDs and VCDs 

means that the Chinese have grown used to having access to foreign 

entertainment. As a result, bans invariably backfire. The ban on F4 

only heightened demand and redirected consumption to the black mar-
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ket. In the end, a face-saving compromise was reached: the program 

was banned, but the group was not. 

Taiwan's pop cultural invasion of China reveals the cascade of 

consequences that began with Taiwanese investment. What it demon

strates is that there are few if any effective dikes a government can 

erect to stop the demands of consumer culture. You cannot sell tape 

recorders but easily restrict what's heard on them, or market pop mu

sic but not the clothing lines that ape pop icon styles. The more China 

wants the Chinese to consume and bolster its economy, the harder it 

becomes to dictate what they consume, or to anticipate the direction 

in which Chinese desires will leap. 

Reviving Consumer Culture in Print 

While Sony and others have used new technology to break into the 

Chinese market, a far older technology, books, is selling like never be

fore. Here, too, Taiwan has been a major player in the Chinese pub

lishing revolution as its publishers and writers have sought a share of 

China's huge market. Just a few decades ago, it was hard. to find book

stores selling much m.ore than the collected works of Mao Zedong 

and a few of his favorite authors. But by 2000, China was adding 

140,000 new titles and selling more than 7 billion books a year. Unlike 

some cultural industries, publishing is not restricted to the major coastal 

cities; thriving publishing centers have developed in provinces across 

China, such as Shandong, Liaoning, Hunan, Yunnan, and even impov

erished Guangxi. Entire new genres of books have been introduced 

in the past decade, with books on business and wealth management 

regularly topping the bestseller lists. 

Taiwanese publishers have enviously eyed the China market for 

decades. Chin Show Publishing was the first to arrive, in 1987, initially 

focusing on jointly publishing expensive or hard-to-produce oversize 
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volumes such as art books with Chinese publishers. It also took advan

tage of lower labor costs, hiring Chinese writers, photographers, and 

translators to publish three massive reference works. on Chinese art. 

As with so many other companies setting up business in China, Chin 

Show did so to reduce its production costs for products aimed at an 

export market. But with the emergence of a Chinese middle class, the 

company is now selling Chinese consumers the more expensive books 

it publishes in Taiwan. As China lowered trade barriers in anticipation 

of full membership in the World Trade Organization in 2001, Taiwan

ese publishers sought to expand farther into its domestic market. Al

though they encountered non-tariff barriers, such as having to secure 

a "book number" for each book and a "periodicals number" for ~very 

magazine, some managed to find a way around the regulations, often 

illegally. These restrictions suppressed growth but also inspired inven

tion: Taiwanese publishers have published mainland versions of their 

titles under different names and have been allowed to publish indi

vidual issues of magazines. Multinational publishers have also seen 

tremendous opportunities in this underdeveloped market to generate 

advertising revenue, especially in magazines on technology, fashion, 

leisure, and family issues. 

In the 1980s and early 1990s, Taiwanese publishers would buy the 

rights to international bestsellers and then resell them to Chinese 

publishers. By 2000, things had changed: mainland publishers had 

grown in confidence and were beating the Taiwanese at their own game 

by outbidding them for the rights to Chinese-language editions and 

reselling the1rights themselves. Chinese publishers were then buying 

the rights to more than seven thousand titles annually, up from fewer 

than two thousand five years earlier. The Taiwanese, however, still 

maintain an edge, as they remain better at reading the market than 

the newcomers' and generally pick mo;e profitable titles to buy for 

resale. As a Taiwanese book industry executive noted, experienced 

Taiwanese publishers at the Frankfurt Book Fair are shadowed every 
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year by five or six of their less experienced Chinese counterparts, who 

want to see what the Taiwanese are buying. 

Taiwanese authors have had a similar edge, and their books are in

creasingly popular on the mainland. As early as 1999, Taiwanese au

thor Liu Yung wrote seven of the top ten bestselling works in China. 

Likewise, Taiwanese Internet author "Slicker" Tsai (Tsai Chih-heng), 

· whose writings launched intense Chinese interest in online literature, 

was voted the second most important cultural figure of 2001 by a main

land media organization. So why are these books so popular? One 

reason is that these works of "urban literature," using fictional lives set 

in more familiar contexts than American and European literary works, 

provide Chinese .consumers with a road map for what Chinese life 

could be like. This same spirit has made Taiwanese inspirational and 

self-help books immensely popular in China. One young suburban 

woman browsing a popi'.ilar Beijing book market reported that she 

reads Liu Yung's inspiratibnal essays to help motivate her toward her 

dream of opening a boutique. Marketing is again crucial, with Taiwan

ese writers promoting their latest works with book tours and signings, 

press conferences, and speeches. But although the popularity of lit

erary works is growing fast, the real revolution is in anything to do 

with pop culture, and the Chinese consumer just can't get enough of 

things like published photo albums of top stars such as F4. While the 

influence of books isn't as immediately evident as the influence of a 

phenomenon such as F4, it reflects th,e same basic force at work: Chi

na's mushrooming growth in desired goods, a process Taiwan has 

helped lead. 

Other Eastern Influences: Korea 

Although Taiwan remains a profound influence on Chinese consumer 

culture, it is not the only one. There is intense competition from other 
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countries in the region. Take Korea, for example, whose influence has 

become so pervasive that it has spawned in China the term Korean 

Wave. This wave initially washed over the mainland in the form of a 

TV soap opera, What Is Love, which was broadcast in 1999 and be

came an instant and huge hit. Other soaps quickly followed, and by 

2002, China had imported sixty-seven programs from Korea, second 

only to those coming from Hong Kong. This wave of influence, known 

as K-pop, has expanded from TV soaps to animation, cosmetics, food, 

electronics, clothes, hairstyles, music, movies, computer gaming, and 

even TV ads. Likewise, the Chinese desire for Korean brands such as 

LG flat-panel TVs, ·Samsung cell phones, and Hyundai Sonatas has 

boomed. Learning Korean has become so trendy that Korean stars now 

regularly appear in big-budget Chinese-language films. And concerts by 

Korean mega-singers such as Rain sell out Beijing's forty-thousand

seat stadium. 
Korea is now the primary purveyor of Asian hip-hop, which it 

makes more appealing to regional ears by substituting the anger pre

valent in U.S. hip-hop lyrics with love stories and more regionally 

familiar evocations of painful experiences in the education system. A 

cottage industry of Korean consultants has emerged to advise up-and

coming Chinese pop bands on everything from music and dance moves 

to fashion. What is cool among Korean trendsetters becomes cool 

among Chinese trendsetters, whether it's Yankee caps or Japanese As

tro Boy dolls. In China, South Korea often acts as an intermediary for 

Western values and commodities, which are often easier to assimilate 

in their Korean form than undiluted American culture. As twenty

eight-year-old Wang Ying, a Beijing employee of an American com-· 

pany, put it, "To many young people, 'Korea' stands for fashionable or 

stylish." At the high end of consumer spending, Chinese brides regu

larly include traditional Korean robes for their lavish wedding photos. 

Beijing's trendy Xidan Shopping Center now hosts a store named Ko-
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rea City on its top floor and smaller shops that sell Korean hip-hop 

clothes, music, and cosmetics. 

The infusion of other pop cultures into Chinese consumerism has 

given a much broader portion of the Chinese populatipn new reasons to 

travel. Record numbers of Chinese are now traveling as leisure tourists 

rather than si~ply in search of employment or on behalf of their em

ployer. Not surprisingly, the Korean Wave has created an ever-increasing 

interest in visiting Korea. At the more extreme end of such tourism, 

young Chinese women and men go to Seoul to get plastic surgery to 

lengthen and accentuate their noses to look more like Korean pop stars. 

Such medical tourism has become so popular that some Korean plastic 

surgeons have opened clinics in China. But more often the desire to 

consume an imagined "Korea" is stoked by determined marketing ef

forts. Korea has styled itself as the "Italy of Asia," a peninsular country 

focused on food, family, song, and romance. This image, broadcast via 

pop culture throughout East Asia, has inspired more than a million 

Japanese and Chinese tourists a year to visit TV-linked theme parks in 

Korea, where visitors may wear royal Korean robes and explore the set 

of their favorite soap opera. These "set-jetters," tourists who travel to 

see the original sets and locations of their favorite movies and TV dra

mas, accounted for 1.2 million of the 6 million foreign tourists who vis

ited Korea in 2005. The Korean government promotes set-jetting to 

more than fifty locations and production companies, and TV stations 

now purposely pick set locations with future tourism in mind. 

Chinese pop culture has also been directly influenced since the 

1990s by the increasing number of Koreans who have relocated to 

China, which has become the top travel destination for Koreans. Eco

nomic ties between the two nations have strengthened, and in 2005, 

China replaced the United States as Korea's top trading partner. Like 

their Taiwanese counterparts, Koreans often arrive for two- to five-year 

stints with established companies but grow accustomed to their in-
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creased purchasing power and opt to remain after their contracts run 

out, often to start their own small businesses. Like the Taiwanese be

. fore them, Koreans have created "Korea Towns~' in Chinese cities such 

as Beijing, Qingdao, and Shanghai. 
The types of Korean companies launching operations in China 

have also changed, in line with the Taiwan model, from primarily man

ufacturing to service industries and brand management. And, as with 

the Taiwanese-owned brands and retailers, the commodities they are 

hawking are not necessarily "Korean." In Shanghai, for example, you 

can pick up a cake at the Korean bakery chain Paris Baguette, then 

spend some time at the bar franchise Wa Bar, perhaps grab some fried 

chicken at BBQ, and upon arriving home change'out of the clothes 

you bought at the casual apparel chain Eigenpost before spending a 

few hours shopping.on Korea's leading home-shopping network, CJ. 

It is not too much to say that Korea has come to China. 

One measure of the Korean Wave's success is the backlash it has 

inspired in China and Taiwan. Officials in both countries fear Korean 

domination oflucrative new culture industries and have sought to limit 

airtime for popularKorean dramas. After the widely popular Jewel in 

the Palace aired in 2005, Chinese officials, celebrities, and the media 

openly expressed such concerns. China's State Administration for Ra

dio, Film, and Television (SARFT) and CCTV floated plans to limit 

airtime. TV actor and director Zhang Guoli went so far as to say that 

watching Korean TV dramas was equal to "selling out the nation" and 

"a waste of national resources." The Chinese film magazine Star ac

cused the Korean government of obstructing Chinese food and cultural 

imports. But other observers, such as Beijing University sociologist 

Xia Xueluan, blame China itself: "The fact is, Chinese directors and 

producers aren't making good enough stuff to attract that audience, 

and it's embarrassing for them." 
Nearly every chapter in this book demonstrates in some way the 

influence of other East Asian countries, particularly Taiwan, on Chi-
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nese consumerism. Taiwan, for instance, has been essential to the de

velopment of the beauty industry, and Japan to the car culture and 

consumer electronic industry in China. It's unlikely that the Korean 

Wave has crested or Taiwanese influence is over as long as both coun

tries remain eager fo replace a manufacturing base that is, as in so 

many other developed economies, uncompetitive with China. Service 

and leisure industries such as .tourism and animation have become 

serious matters of state. In Korea in 2001, for instance, Kim Dae-jung, 

the South Korean president, named the entertainment industry one 

of the nation's key economic areas and committed government funds 

to a multibillion-dollar media center in Seoul to house production fa

cilities for movies, music, television shows, and animation. Ten years 

after the Korean Wave began, it has become a multibillion-dollar in

dustry. Culture industries, the fastest-growing area of Korean exports, 

are now essential to modem economies. The global animation indus

try alone generates more revenue than shipbuilding. In short, Korea, 

like 'Faiwan, will continue to capitalize on Chinese consumerism by 

promoting a commercialized interest in Korean culture. 

One cannot simply blame or credit Taiwan for the explosive growth of 

Chinese consumerism any more than one can blame the United States 

or the WTO. This boom primarily reflects a long-suppressed desire 

for what Taiwan and other developed nations had to offer-hence all 

those families bringing over TVs and washer-dryers. The moment China 

encouraged Taiwanese investment and the Taiwanese l~apt at the op

portunities provided by the Chinese market, the process could not be 

stopped. China, like Taiwan and other developed nations before it, is 

discovering that there ·is no natural limit to the spread of consumer 

culture. Bubble tea leads to coffee, pop music to KTv It is tempting 

to think about this in terms of who conquered whom, but that would 

overlook the power of the Chinese consumer. As much as either gov-
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ernment would like to believe otherwise, Chinese needs are easier to 

meet than to direct or, even harder still, to keep in check. 

The fall of the Berlin wall was celebrated as the triumph of capital

ism over communism, with clear winners and losers. But in East Asia 

the struggle between these two ideologies has not had such a clear or 

dramatic resolution. Rather, the introduction and spread of markets 

and consumerism into China has occurred in countless small ways, with 

effects that are still unfolding. True, Taiwan has facilitated the creation 

of the contemporary industrial and consumer economy in China, and in 

that sense perhaps Taiwan did retake the Ancestral Land (zuguo ); as 

the motherland is called in China. But the success of Taiwan in China 

also hasn't been one-sided. Just as the United States and other devel

oped economies look to China to save the world economy by consum

ing much more, the Taiwanese now do the same, even as some Taiwanese 

mourn the diminished prospects for Taiwanese independence now that 

their economy is so economically dependent on the mainland. For bet

ter or worse, a seamless and expanding chain of consumer resources 

and demands now links China and Taiwan, as new desires have led to 

new channels and new channels have created new desires. These 

Taiwan-China flows are now so ubiquitous that they appear almost a 

natural part of China's urban consumer landscape, so much so that nei

ther a Western businesswoman in Shanghai or Ningbo nor her Chinese 

counterpart is likely to recognize that she has the Taiwanese to thank 

for the opportunity to dine at an American-style steakhouse, a French 

bistro, or a "traditional" Chinese vegetarian restaurant. 
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Before you can have a consumer culture, of course, there must be 

something to buy. When I first visited China in the mid-1980s, my 

Chinese friends would tell me there were only two words I needed to 

know when it came to shopping: mei you, or "we don't have any," the 

mosti common response one heard from store clerks. Worse than hav

ing little choice was having nothing to choose from at all. When I 

arrived in China to study, things had improved a good deal, but short

ages remained a fact of everyday life. At the time, most Chinese un

doubtedlywould have viewed the fare available at our student cafeteria 

as sumptuous, but I certainly didn't. Although the food cost· almost 

nothing, I would gladly have paid extra for something . more edible 

than .the stringy chicken and adulterated rice we were served. Though 

my Chinese fellow students were accustomed to it, they were also 

aware of the extremely low quality of the food, especially as vegetables 

grew scarcer by spring. My Chinese roommate back then developed a 

theory: the student protests that broke out across college campuses 

each spring were inspired not by the students' stated high-minded 

reasons (that year, a desire to elect their own student representatives) 

but by the quality of the available food. 
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This, too, changed rapidly with the coming of economic reforms. 

A decade later, urban Chinese were beginning to have access to super

markets, twenty-four-hour convenience stores selling foods and snacks, 

and (perhaps the most revolutionary change in a country formerly 

plagued with famines) all-you-can-eat buffets. Since the mid-1990s, 

this plenty has spread outward to smaller Chinese cities and down

ward to the less affluent. 

While a few decades ago there was little to buy and even fewer 

places to buy it in China, the country's urban areas have since under

gone not only a transition from scarcity to abundance but also a rev

olution in how things are sold. At Walmart supercenters, 7-Eleven 

convenience stores, traveling peddler carts parked outside high-rises, 

and even among the permanent shops lining the lanes up to Buddhist 

and Confucian temples, the Chinese today are never far from opportu

nities to shop. They have seen a stunning increase in the number of 

products available to buy and of places to buy them; exercising con

sumer choice among an abundance of items is now an everyday activity 

for the Chinese, just as it is for consumers in the United States and 

other developed nations. And urban Chinese love to shop. According 

to a 2008 survey, they have come to spend on average nearly ten hours 

a week doing it (while Americans spend slightly under four), and two 

in five called shopping their favorite leisure activity. Such retailing op

portunities are the. primary mechanism by which market economies 

expand consumption and translate consumer desires into economic 

realities. 

Although this retail revolution has tal<en place across the full range 

of consumer goods and services, perhaps in no area of Chinese life has 

the transformation been more obvious and dramatic than in how the 

country now meets the most essential of human needs, food. As late 

as the 1980s, grocery shopping was a time-consuming and grim expe

rience as customers faced long lines and uncertain supplies. What 

little was available to buy was unattractively packaged and sold by 
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unmotivated and unhelpful workers ever ready to respond to inquires 

with mei you. At the advent of the Reform Era in 1978, city dwellers 

spent 58 percent of their income on food, most of it on staples such as 

rice and locally available vegetables. Today they spend only about a 

third of their income on food, and have many more varieties of food

stuffs to select from, including frozen foods, snacks, wines, carbon

ated drinks, and imported fruits and vegetables, all of them attractively 

marketed, packaged, and displayed. Consumers are no'longer limited 

to shopping for food in state-run stores and mom-and-pop shops, 

but can choose from a variety of superstores, supermarkets, discount 

stores, and convenience stores. Such retail options, almost nonexis

tent until the early 1990s, now represent a third of urban food mar

kets, and they are spreading. According to the China Chain Store and 

Franchise Association, the number of supermarkets in China expanded 

from just one outlet in 1990 to approximately sixty thousand just ten 

years later, an expansion that only accelerated after China formally 

j<;>ined the WTO in 2001. By 2003, these supermarkets were generat

ing an estimate~ $71 billion in sales. This metamorphosis from dingy 

state-run stores to brightly lit international chain stores staffed by po

lite and helpful uniformed attendants at computerized checkouts is a 

particularly telling and vivid example of the retail revolution (or "Wal

Marting") transforming the everyday consumer experience in China. 

Its history also provides a vivid example of China's larger shift from a 

centralized to a consumerist economic model and the lifestyles it 
made possible. 

From Shortages to Abundance 

China's decision to allow consumers to decide where, when, and how 

much to buy and to eat marked a dramatic reversal of the Maoist-era 

model. After the Communist Revolution in 1949, the new govern-
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ment at first permitted the existing private, family-run shops to con

tinue, but within a few years its socialist reforms begin to centralize 

retailing by creating a system of unified administration and monopoly 

supply-that is, a state-owned distribution system. All urban staple 

food shops fell under the control of the Staple Food Bureau, which 

supplied all state-owned stores with nearly identical items at identical 

prices. To purchase food in these stores required not only cash but 

also, as I discovered when I tried to buy that bicycle at the Nanjing 

Friendship Store, local ration coupons. Even when supplies were avail

able, a purchaser could buy only a limited amount. Prices and supplies 

were set from above and fixed. The lack of competition showed,. and 

these stores quickly became notorious for their lack of service, variety, 

innovation, and respect for local preferences. Packaging served only 

the functional purpose of separating and protecting products-and 

did even this poorly, as damage rates exceeded 10 percent. Clerks 

often applied labels haphazardly and even incorrectly before placing 

goods on shelves. Consumers, separated from the merchandise by a 

wall of salespeople and counters, had to request products from inat

tentive clerks, who rarely let buyers examine goods before purchasing 

them. Indeed, clerks often were responsible for maintaining their stocks 

and therefore had a disincentive to take items out of their protective 

cases and.packagi~g for customers to inspect. 

. But starting with the economic reforms in 1978, the state began a 

rapid withdrawal from managing the retail sector, ending its monop

oly over the procurement of commodities and relaxing state control 

over prices. In effect, China began moving away from a command econ

omy, where the government decides how much of what is produced, 

and reintroduced markets, where consumer demand determines pro

duction. The first to benefit were farmers, who began growing and 

selling their surplus produce. But as private ownership, country fairs, 

and urban marketplaces reappeared, other small retail entrepreneurs 
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also emerged, the very ones who became China's first post-Mao newly 

well-off. In towns and cities across China, such small-scale businesses 

became critical participants in the reintroduction of mass retailing 

and therefore of consumerism. Of course, these budding entrepre

neurs also needed to have something to sell, and in December 1978, 

the Communist Party leadership restored "private plots" (though not 

private ownership of the land) and permitted the reestablishment of 

markets, both in the abstract economic sense and in literal market

places. The state now allowed producers to sell their privately grown 

produce directly to consumers or private middlemen and not exclu

sively to the state, let alone at state-set prices. Motivated by the oppor

tunity to make a profit, farmers began to grow more. And as agricultural 

production boomed, so did rural incomes. 

Markets tend to beget more markets and consumption more con

sumption, so retail offerings quickly spread beyond agricultural produce. 

Between 1980 and 1985, the number of individually owned mini-stores, 

stalls, and booths selling goods rose from one million to six million, and 

by 1986, sixty thousand local marketj:ilaces had opened across China. To 

give but one example, during this period Shenyang, the capital of Liao

ning province in northeast China, established ten large open-air mar

ketplaces and thirty-four smaller ones throughout the city, which 

together served three million urban residents and another two million 

in the surrounding area. The largest of these, the Bei Hang Agricultural 

Market, was as large as an American football field. 

The story of the Bei Hang Agricultural Market encapsulates the 

tumultuous twentieth-century history of selling things in China. First 

established in the 1920s, after 1949, Bei Bang's fate was tied to the 

CCP's on-again-off-again policy of using market mechanisms in gen

eral and marketplaces in particular. It was allowed to operate until 

1957, when it was abolished as part of the collectiVization of farming, 

the creation of giant communal farms. But after the dramatic failure of 
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the Great Leap Foiward and after the subsequent Great Famine, 

China's leaders reversed their position toward small-scale market

places, making it legal for those living on communes to have small pri

vate plots and to grow some extra vegetables for sale, and reestablishing 

Bei Hang in 1960. Six years later, however, the market was outlawed 

again as the Cultural Revolution re-vilified material incentives, calling 

the use of money and personal profit to motivate people "capitalistic." 

With the advent of economic reforms, Bei Hang was officially re

reopened at the start of 1979, and within two years became one of 

forty-four large marketplaces hosting more than five thousand ped

dlers across the city. Dan Dejun, a longtime Bei Hang vendor, remem

bered the policy shift as it appeared in newspaper political cartoons. 

In late 1978, the newspaper printed a cartoon with someone riding a 

bicycle with two basketfuls of produce. Over the cyclist's head was the 

caption "Speculator." A month later, the identical cartoon was run, but 

"Speculator" was replaced with a large red flower, signaling the Com

munist Party's endorsement of such commercial activity. 

Because few Chinese had refrigerators and all had a tradition of 

bqying fresh meat and produce, more than half a million began shop

ping at Shenyang's forty-four marketplaces every day, immediately 

reintroducing choice and consumer control. Within a few years, every 

resident of Shenyang, and those in cities like it across China, had ac

cess to similar open-air marketplaces. Even state-owned enterprises 

such as hotels and restaurants began going to such markets to buy at 

least part of their supplies. Indeed, this reemergent market culture 

spread so quickly and widely that state-owned shops and agricultural 

communes began selling their own surplus produce in such market

places, although the latter still had to meet their hefty state quotas 

before they were allowed to sell anything and keep the profits. During 

the early years of the reforms, the contrasts between state-owned and 

private retailing were quickly and easily visible. 
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This reintroduction of mass retailing, beginning with these local 

produce marketplaces, signaled the restoration of choice, an end to 

chronic shortages, and a shift toward the perception of plenty. It also 

signaled a change in everyday influences on one's purchasing deci

sions. In state stores, the Chinese had had to rely on employees to 

select the particular items they could buy. As one woman recalled, "I 

could only buy my favorite candies at a state-owned food store in Tian

jin. I could not choose the flavor and wrappings of candies I wanted. 

My favorite flavor was lemon, but shop assistants only grabbed ran

dom candies in a big jar. I was very disappointed that in the large pile 

of candies there were only a few lemon ones." But at marketplaces, 

buyers could choose which piece of fruit or clothing item they wished 

to buy. The reestablishment of private buying and selling, then, also 

restored the power of choice to the consumer (and, as we shall see, ex

plains the simultaneous reemergence of branding and advertising to 

coach consumers on what to buy). But although marketplaces usually 

suppiied much higher quality items than the state stores, they did so 

·. at higher prices. True, Shenyang's inspectors joked that they could 

identify goods originally obtained at state stores rather than private 

marketplaces by their dirty appearance, poor presentation, and low 

quality. But along with improved quality came steady price rises, sow

ing discontent among those earning fixed salaries. I vividly recall, for 

instance, the anger of my Chinese roommate who in 1986 declared it 

an abomination that many of these new entrepreneurs, including the 

guys running the noodle stands that ringed the campus, earned more 

than he would as a university professor. 

I don't recall, however, my roommate's complaining about his new

found ability to buy hot noodle soup at all hours or to enjoy the newly 

available fruits, vegetables, and other products from faraway provinces 

now available in Chinese cities such as Nanjing. Where products were 

absent or in short supply, peddlers now had an economic incentive to 
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meet demand, and soon goods were moving across the country to 

wherever they would fetch the highest price. Perhaps it's not surpris

ing that many of his classmates decided that if they couldn't out-earn 

these peddlers, they'd join them. The original vendors at marketplaces 

such as Bei Hang were mostly migrant laborers, former prisoners, and 

farmers from the surrounding area-that is, those with low social and 

economic standing. But a decade or so later, such vendors included 

college graduates. 

The ongoing creation of integrated markets for products spanning 1 

the country also helped transform China from a country of shared 

scarcity and immobility under Mao to one with circulating people and 

products .. The Bei Hang market, for instance, within a couple of years 

of its reopening, hosted peddlers from nearly all of China's provinces 

and regions, and the variety of goods sold there expanded rapidly; the 

development of national markets for regional products soon ensured 

that fresh produce from southern China, which enjoyed later harvests, 

was being transported north. Dual-track prices (that is, one price dic

tated by the state and the other determined by the private market) 

further undermined state provisioning, as suppliers now had an in

centive to hold back their best products from the state to sell on the 

market, hastening the end of state-run shops. 

The experience of shopping changed in other ways as well. While 

state stores had sold prod:ucts at prices fixed by the state, the advent 

of markets brought a gradual return to bargaining. At first both sellers 

and buyers were reluctant to haggle, behavior that had been discour

aged as "capitalistic" and, given fixed prices, had been unnecessary dur

ing the previous decades. But within a few years nearly every customer 

at markets such as Bei Hang tried to bargain for lower prices. The end 

of fixed prices and the new diversity of goods also made comparison 

shopping important again, although state-owned stores continued to 

provide a reference point f~r what was a legitimate price. Likewise, 
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choice made every consumer his or her own quality-control expert, 

requiring heightened vigilance-particularly in a retailing environ

ment awash in fakes. Not surprisingly, the uneven quality of goods led 

to the careful inspection of products by potential buyers. Few con

sumers now buy goods without the oppprtunity to inspect them; every 

piece of fruit and every seam is checked. 

The end of fixed prices also saw the return of the image of the 

"cunning merchant" (jianshang). In traditional Chinese culture, mer

chants were generally viewed as making money not, like most Chi

nese, through hard agricultural labor in the hot sun or even making 

things by hand, but rather by manipulating prices and information. 

Even before the Communist Revolution, in the early twentieth cen

tury merchants were often portrayed in popular culture as treasonous, 

helping to sell imported products from the imperialist powers, espe

cially Japan, who then dominated China. Then, as now, not everyone 

sold the same product at the same price. Now price has again become, 

like1 so much else in China, relational, with premiums demanded from 

foreigners and anyone unfamiliar with the market or the seller. In this 

environment, no wonder bargaining quickly reemerged as the quin

tessential marketplace experience. Although the subsequent standard

ization of shopping and prices in large retail stores doesn't leave much 

opportunity for haggling, in smaller shops and even in mid-tier depart

ment stores one might still ask for and perhaps get a discount. What 

something should cost has once again become the source of endless 

conversation in China: 'What did you pay for that?" has bec?me

after the traditional greeting, "Have you eaten?" -the second most fre

quently asked question in the country. 

One way to measure this initial stage of China's expanding com

mitment to consumerism is that between 1981and1991, the number 

of retail outlets more than quadrupled, from 2.02 million to 9.24 mil

lion, and the number of people working in the retail sector doubled, 
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from 7.63 million to 21.99 million. Consumerism, in short, has grown 

more entrenched on both sides of the counter. The experience of ex

panding consumer choice necessarily means that millions of Chinese 

are also experiencing the seller side of sales, especially as the Chinese 

government pushes its economy toward developing a service sector to 

match its manufacturing prowess. 

The Retail Revolution 

In 1992 the Chinese leadership under Deng Xiaoping recommitted 

their country to pursuing a market- and consumer-driven model of 

economic development, including gaining full membership in the 

WTO. The latter meant meeting the demand of foreign governments 

and multinationals for greater access to Chinese consumers, which 

would also require the expansion of retailing opportunities and strate

. gies. And just as they had with cars, Chinese leaders recognized that 

one way to finance rapid reform and create domestic demand for 

goods and services was to invite foreign investment without surren

dering complete control. Where shortages had been a way oflife, now 

the issue was clearly consumerist: how to entice people to buy and 

consume more, shifting control from suppliers to consumers. This 

new era of mass marketing in China began with formerly dreary state

owned stores experimenting with marketing techniques they were 

learning from the Taiwanese and others. Even such seemingly small 

changes as Beijing's Number One Department Store on Wangfujing 

handing out free sa_mples belied a fundamental shift: rather than 

dampening desire in an environment of scarcities, stimulate it. Like

wise, signs, billboards, and other public advertisements informing and 

enticing potential buyers appeared in urban centers. Overnight, Chi

nese cities began to glow with neon lights advertising Beck's beer and 
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Oreo cookies. Major shopping streets such as Nanjill:g Road in Shang

hai, once drab and dull, again began to resemble Horig Kong's Golden 

Mile at night, with families and coupfos strolling the streets window

shopping and responding to street vendors. Across the country, cen

tral planners introduced nearly identical pedestrian shopping malls 

modeled on Wangfujing in Beijing, Binjiang Avenue in Tianjin, and 

Shan~a Jiu Pedestrian Street in Guangzhou. 

During the late 1990s, Chinese retailing underwent intensified 

expansion and consolidation. Although the central government tried 

to limit foreign investment, local governments began to ignore central 

controls and encourage such investment. Soon international retail gi

ants such as Carrefour, Metro, and Walmart ·began to aggressively 

expand across the country, further transforming the retail environ

ment. This process continued to accelerate after 2004, the end of the 

three-year transition period following China's entry into the WTO, 

as remaining restrictions on the ownership, location, and number of 

branches of chain stores were abolished. Chinese retailers such as Wu

mart and Lianhua have countered this spread of these international 

companies with their own mergers and acquisitions and become in

creasingly like their competitors: larger chains of bigger stores using 

advertising to promote established brands promised at lower prices. 

Several of the largest Chinese-owned chains are still state-owned, in

cluding Beijing Hualian Group and Dalian Dashang Group, further 

ensuring that China will not simply surrender its retailing industry to 

foreign companies. And these outlets are no longer limited to big 

coastal cities. To achieve economies of scale, first~mover advantage, 

and lower labor and land costs, both international and domestic retail 

chains are rapidly pushing beyond the major coastal cities and into 

interior second- and third-tier cities. 

As with the spread of cars, the expansion of supermarket and con" 

venience store chains has benefited from political decisions at both 
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thti local and national levels. Some local governments, for instance, 

have facilitated the transition to supermarkets by closing down tradi

tional street markets, often with the pretext that they were unhygienic. 

In some cases, local officials have converted traditional large, indoor 

"wet" markets selling produce and meat into supermarkets. At the na

tional level, China's Ministry of Commerce launched a five-year plan 

in 2004 to develop a retail network of chain supermarkets and conve

nience stores in small towns, pushing the supermarket format into the 

country's vast rural hinterland. And all of this urban-rural national in

tegration is aided by the massive road-building under way in China

the same roads carrying those millions of new automobiles also have 

trucks supplying new regional and national distribution networks. 

With them has come the demise of many medium- and small-size 

retail establishments ·and family-operated shops across the country. 

Supermarkets are raf>idly gaining a competitive edge over these tradi

tional retailers, as they offer a cleaner, more comfortable, convenient, 

and predictably standardized shopping environment, places where 

the experience of buying bananas or canned yams is nearly identical 

whether the items are purchased in the northeastern city of Dalian or 

the southwestern town of Dali. Likewise, a younger generation is in

creasingly unfamiliar and uncomfortable with unbranded comm9dity 

consumption; China's youngest consumers want to shop in Walmart 

and Wumart. As a young man told me, "China's wet markets are gener

ally very dirty, so I don't like to go to them. The things for sale at super

markets are much more trustworthy, though more expensive." Of 

course, Walmart and other retailers have responded to this percep

tion by using techniques such as loss leaders, selling some common 

items at cost or below to stimulate sales, and the perception of"every~ 

day fair prices," to quote the catchphrase Walmart uses in China. When 

Walmart first arrived in Nanjing, for instance, the store became syn

onymous with "eggs" and "rice" for selling those two items even more 

cheaply than a nearby wet market. 
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Beyond cheaper staples, imported foods, until recently a rarity in 

China, are also now widely available, where everything from Washing

ton apples to California wines and from Thai lychees to New Zealand 

butter are stocked on Chinese supermarket shelves. The same applies 

to many international food brands, such as Kellogg's cereals, Hormel 

sausages and hot dogs, Nestle and Danone milk products, and Skippy 

· peanut butter, many of which are manufactured locally, sometimes 

with imported ingredients. Following China's entry into the WTO, 

the fragmented domestic marketing system still hindered the transfer 

of products to consumers, but supermarket chains have begun to 

change this situation by introducing modern procurement systems 

into China, thereby providing consumers with a larger and more uni

fied market. These chains have created their own massive distribution 

centers that draw products from across China and around the world 

and move them to individual stores around the country, from which 

the Chinese are quickly learning. 

Chewing with Confidence and Convenience 

The recent history of rice, that quintessential Chinese commodity, of~ 

fers a striking example of the transformation of the experience of buy

ing and consuming in China. Before the price reforms of the early 

1990s, consumers bought generic rice at government-set prices from 

state-run grain shops. Local farmers, who were forced to "sell" their 

grain at set prices, unsurprisingly tended to sell their worst rice to the 

state,· which also practiced little quality control. This rice was often 

broken and unevenly colored and unpolished and, worse still, often 

contained stone.s or bugs. During my own earliest experiences as a 

student in China, the first time I discovered a bl~ck bug in my un

polished white rice, I lost my appetite for rice for the next couple of 

meals. As I gradually assimilated to eating state-procured rice, I began 
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to simply pick out the bugs and continue eating. But I still had to 

chew gingerly, as I often bit into tiny rock granules. Chewing rice with 

confidence is a relatively new experience for the Chinese and visitors 

alike. 

Within a decade of my first encounter with a black bug, however, the 

country had established a very competitive rice industry built around 

brands, types, quality, origins, and prices. This competitive environ

ment allowed consumers across China access to varieties of rice and 

catered to regional preferences. Beijing supermarkets, for instance, 

now supplied local buyers with the most widely preferred japonica 

, variety (short- to medium-grain) and brands of rice grown and trans

ported from distant counties in the country's northeastern provinces. 

Indeed, the current availability of japonica rice throughout China 

illustrates how food markets and brands are becoming national, some

times even eroding regional differences in tastes and preferences. 

Southern Chinese, who traditionally preferred long-grain indica rice, 

now often eat japonica rice, particularly in wealthy areas such as Shang

hai and Zhejiang province. The ri~e of branded rice has also addressed 

growing concerns about food safety. Rice brands often seek and adver

tise government-designated "green food" seals, which certify the re

duced use of chemicals during production and a relatively pollution-free 

factory environment. Since 2001, new labeling regulations for foods 

containing genetically modified organisms have also been in place. 

Today more young Chinese live away from 0-eir family home, work 

long hours, and need to manage two-career families. In short, like their 

counterparts worldwide, Chinese consumers increasingly demand con

venience and predictability. And, as elsewhere around the globe, these 

expectations have fueled the rise of convenience store chains. Chi

nese today are rarely far from places to buy something to eat. These 

stores were first introduced into China in the mid-1990s by one of 

Japan's largest chains, Lawson. By 2004, there were nearly five thou-
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sand identical Lawson convenience stores in China, over half of those 

in Shanghai, where convenience stores now so blanket the city that 

many blocks host several. As elsewhere, convenience stores carry all 

the basics that people run out of or need more of at the last minute: 

bottled water and juices, alcohol, magazines, salty snacks, prepared 

lunch boxes, newspapers, and cigarettes. And, following the Japanese 

model, they have expanded to offering many other time-saving ser

vices such as photocopying and accepting payment for telephone, gas, 

and electrical bills. By 2004, the Japanese-owned 7-Eleven chain, the 

world's largest convenience store operator, also had stores in south 

China and had formed a joint venture with two Chinese companies to 

open the first twenty-four-hour outlet in Beijing. Five years later, the 

company had nearly six hundred stores in China. 

To gain the economies of scale that make them profitable, conve

nience store chains like Lawson and its Chinese equivalents such as 

Wumart have opened as many outlets as manageable, thereby dra

matically altering urban China's nightscape. The former darkness of 

most city streets is being replaced with bright fluorescent lights, and 

more people are out late picking up milk or a snack, browsing the 

magazines and newspapers as they do so. Nonetheless, these retailers 

are finding that convenience is not always enough to draw shoppers. 

During Beijing's long winters, for instance, 7-Eleven finds its stores 

largely empty and unprofitable; what they offer is not inducement 

enough to brave the cold. And despite national efforts of mass retail

ers to lure customers away from traditional wet markets, many Chinese 

cling to the perception that these carry fresher, cheaper goods, espe

cially fruits and vegetables. Thus wet markets, though greatly reduced 

in number, have not disappeared, even in cities such as Shanghai and 

Beijing. Indeed, many shoppers continue to purchase fresh produce 

from these markets, supplementing them with w~ekend trips to the 

supermarket for other items. 
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But such traditional preferences are not the most likely check 

on the seemingly endless expansion of retailing in China. Rather, as 

Chinese and multinational chains compete over smaller and smaller 

markets, some economists and observers worry that China hasn't yet 

a sufficiently large middle class with enough disposable income to 

justify this expansion and consolidation. But even if many of these 

stores· end up like some of China's spectacular shopping malls-huge, 

empty spaces, monuments to misplaced hopes for demand that never 

materialized-they will, for better and for worse, have transformed 

the everyday experience of shopping for hundreds of millions of 

Chinese. For the average shopper, the shift from simply not having 

enough to having a bewildering range of choices is captured in the 

transition in common Chinese expressions regarding food from chi-· 

baole to chihaole to chiqiaole: from the simple objective of "eating to fill. 

your belly" to the pleasures of" eating plenty of rich food" to the pres

ent situation requiring consumers to "eat skillfully." For as we shall see 

later, navigating the now dense markets overflowing with new products 

·while avoiding food scandals, fakes, and misinformation is indeed a 

learned skill. 

Just as it would be difficult for most Chinese to go back to using 

a public toilet, it would be similarly difficult for them to return to 

shopping in a poorly lit neighborhood wet market after becoming ac

customed to driving a car to a Walmart and never worrying about avail

ability or the need to haggle over prices. Retailing, then, is transforming 

the ways Chinese see the world. The idea that one would walk into a 

Walmart to find it was out of toilet paper or into a McDonald's to find 

it had sold out of hamburgers becomes unthinkable. In short, modem 

retailing turns the population into consumers who are independent 

(they get to choose), rational (they must comparison-shop), and indi

vidualistic (they have access to a variety of items and stores to suit 

every consumer taste). 
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Famine to Feast 

Perhaps no irony better highlights the changed world for the Chinese 

consumer than the fact that increasing numbers of them are using this 

new abundance of choices to overeat, perhaps even to an early grave. 

Food has always defined differences among Chinese in at least two 

ways: who could afford to eat meat divided China by economic class, 

and rice-eating distinguished southern Chinese from their wheat 

noodle-eating northern compatriots. As noted, national chains have 

accelerated the integration of national and even international markets, 

bringing not only a wider variety of traditional foods but more meat 

and processed food to consumers across China. Similarly, when fast

food restaurants first arrived in Chinese major cities, they were novel

ties visited infrequently; now, as the thousands of KFCs, McDonald'ses, 

and their Chinese equivalents popping up across urban China confirm, 

they play a wider role in urban lifestyles. The result: Chinese eat much 

more oily, fatty, salty, and sugary foods. City dwellers, for instance, eat 

twice as much meat as they did in the 1980s. Accompanying the in~ 

crease in calories are expanding waistlines, a problem compounded by 

sedentary office work and the displacement of the bicycle as the pri

mary means of transportation. Twenty years ago one rarely saw fat Chi

nese teenagers; now they're commonplace. While twenty years ago 

the idea of fat camps for overweight children would have been consid

ered absurd, now they are widely advertised. It doesn't help that pudgy 

babies have traditionally been viewed as healthy and that anyone born 

in the 1960s or earlier is old enough to remember famine .. The new 

food options, along with economic inequality, have expanded the tra

ditional distinctions made through food to include who can afford to 

contract "lifestyle diseases" such as cancer and diabetes, which the 

World Health Organization estimates could kill as ·many as eighty mil

lion Chinese in the next decade. 
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The effects that economic inequality has had on the Chinese diet 

are clearly written on Chinese bodies. For instance, urban residents 

eat twice as much protein as their less affluent rural counterparts, mostly 

from poultry, eggs, and shrimp, which translates into height differ

ences. Urban residents stand, on average, 4.6 centimeters higher, be

coming a symbol of the inequality between urban and rural consumers 

and even a source of discrimination. But these diet changes have also 

included increased consumption of fats. Over the past ten years the 

number of Chinese suffering from high blood pressure increased by a 

third, and hypertension now afflicts a fifth of those over eighteen. In 

major cities, where the shift toward Western-style diets has been most 

marked, nearly a third of adults are overweight, and one in ten is obese. 

The trends for urban children are even more alarming.· By the end of 

the 1990s, childhood obesity in the country as a whole had increased 

from 4 to 6 percent; but in urban areas, the percentage of overweight 

urban children had risen from 15 to 29 percent. 

Overconsumption is visible in other ways. In the Mao era, extrav

agant banquets and other opportunities to overeat were for most Chi

nese nonexistent or exclusively for special occasions such as New Year's 

festivals and weddings. The notion of"leftovers," even less of "doggie 

bags,'' had not yet arrived. Now doggie bags are common, and dis

carding leftovers is even more routine. Shanghai alone throws away 

two thousand tons of food every day, and Beijing discards sixteen hun

dred tons. Despite water shortages across the country, water, too, is 

wasted in new ways. In one egregious and widely publicized example, 

a Harbin brewery-in a bit of poorly considered consumer outreach

used ninety tons of beer to create a fountain in a downtown square; 

the stunt required not only eighteen tons of barley and rice but also 

eighteen hundred tons of clean water. 

Food waste is also embedded in Chinese customs. The difference 

now is that what was once an affectation of a very select wealthy and 
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powerful few has become a status-gaining gesture for the ever more 

numerous aspiring middle classes. Wu Mingzheng, a manager of a 

Hangzhou export company, explaining why he ordered sixteen dishes 

at a four-star restaurant for a table of business contacts, few of whom 

touched much of the food, said that "if there aren't enough dishes or 

the guests don't have enough to drink to their heart's content, every

one will think I am cheap and it may affect our business dealings." 

This scene is repeated hundreds of thousands of times a day across 

China. According to a survey conducted in Zhejiang province, 70 per

cent of those taking guests out to dine decline to take away leftovers. 

Officials make periodic attempts to discourage overconsumption. 

In 2008, Zhang Xinshi, a city official in Jiangsu province, for instance, 

charged in his blog that "China was the most wasteful cpnsumer of 

food and beverages,'' adding that Chinese should emulate other coun

tries and have fewer but better dish~s. His conclusion was backed by 

stories of waste from around China. In the northeast city of Harbin, 

one1 reporter estimated that the city's twenty thousand restaurants dis

carded at least four hundred tons of food a day. Although she found 

waste in all restaurants, she also discovered that the more expensive 

the restaurant, the more the waste. In many cases, more than half the 

food went to waste, particularly by those dining at public expense. But 

in all cases at least a fifth of the food was left behind. In response, 

Zhejiang provincial authorities launched a campaign to urge consum

ers to avoid "unscientific and uncivilized" consumer practices such as 

deliberately wasting food and hosting extravagant wt?dding celebra

tions. But platitudes and .a few specific policies have done little to 

counter an ancient cultural practice suddenly put within reach of mil

lions more Chinese. 

Obesity and waste are just two of the clearly unexpected and un

desired consequences of the increasingly unleashed and prodded 

Chinese consumer. And as has proven true elsewhere in the world, 
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the new consumer culture is more likely to produce market reactions

from increased sales of diabetes medication to food delivery services

than it is ever to be reformed. Thanks to the introduction of modern 

retailing practices, though, one thing we know for sure is that the 

Chinese are unlikely ever again to be far away from opportunities to 

consume as much and as freqHently as they can afford-for better or 

for worse. 
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Because the Chinese certainly have more money than they did twenty 

years ago, there is no shortage of people ready to instruct them on how 

to spend it, including the Chinese state itself. When David Ogilvy, 

dubbed the Father of Advertising, visited China in the early 1980s, he 

was struck by the near-absence of advertising. Print advertisements 

looked lik'e specification sheets, containing little more than detailed, 

technical information about a product, and no evocative images. The 

few commercials on Chinese television mostly featured industrial pro

ducts such as electric motors rather than consumer goods. The rare big 

billboard proclaimed the latest in Communist propaganda. Ogilvy 

noted tl1at the most important advertising medium in China was radio, 

"the communal speaker system reaching 75% of the population" that 

would broadcast ads, one right after another, twice a day. There were 

fewer than seventy ad agencies-in all of China, with a quarter of those 

producing advertisements for Chinese goods overseas. 

Today it is a very different story. With market reforms came ad

vertising, and suddenly in every corner of China a wide spectrum of 

bright colors has replaced the unofficial colors of Maoist state social

ism, the navy blue of workers' clothing and green of soldiers' uniforms. 
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The transformation has been both dramatic and rapid. China's ad 

market has grown by 40 percent a year over the past two decades and 

may become the second largest in the world in 2010; some reports 

expect China to replace the United States as the world's largest ad 

market as soon as 2020. In 2008, bolstered by the Beijing Olympics, 

advertising spending in China grew to nearly $70 billion; still under 

half of what the United States spends but up 17 percent over 2007. 

China now has more than two thousand newspapers with a total 

circulation above a billion, the world's ten la:rgest general-circulation 

magazines, and more than a thousand satellite, cable, and broadcast 

television channels and three hundred radio stations. Nearly all 

Chinese have access to TVs and the advertising that comes with it. As 

China shifts its economy to a heavy reliance on markets, it is forcing 

these media outlets, which once relied on state subsidies, to support 

themselves via advertising. The results of this policy shift are visible 

everywhere. 
It began with outdoor advertising, now a billion-dollar industry, 

which was the only sector to allow foreign investment before China 

joined the World Trade Organization in 2001. Large media compa

nies quickly stepped in and took over, including the world's largest 

outdoor advertising company, Clear Media, which now manages a 

network of twenty-seven thousand bus stop panels in China. Clear Me

dia introduced international "best practices," such as the use of vivid 

color, celebrity endorsements, catchy slogans, the frequent rotation of 

advertisements, and other established eye-catching techniques. China 

may even outdo the ad~saturated United States in finding new public 

places to put advertising. In addition to all the usual places-buses, 

bus stops, along roads, on buildings-ads have also popped up on 

little TV screens in taxis and on the backs of airplane seats. Even ele

vators now sport flat-panel screens broadcasting ads. As one woman 

I interviewed exclaimed, "Ads are now ubiquitous! And sometimes 
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they don't even appear as ads but as product placements in movies 

and TV series." 

Advertising in China is now a huge industry, including more than 

eighty thousand ad companies that employ over a million people, mak

ing the industry a larger employer than its counterpart in the United 

States. A lot of energy and money is facilitating the introduction of global 

advertising techniques, all designed to make Chinese consumers think 

about brand-specific products and identify with brand-specific life

styles. In 2004, one cosmetics brand alone, Oil of Olay, spent 4. 7 bil

lion yuan in advertising in 'China. Joining the WTO required China to 

open its advertising industry to foreign investors and to allow ~holly 
owned foreign firms in by 2005, accelerating the introduction of the 

latest advertising practices and bringing with them a globally standard

ized visual culture. To compete, Chinese ad agencies embraced this 

standard as Chinese companies such as Haier, Huawei Technologies, 

Lenovo, and Li Ning sportswear spend billions of dollars on advertis

ing1 to build their brands against those of foreign competitors. 

The purpose of such advertising, of course, is not simply to pro

vide information about available goods and services but to help create 

brands, the fundamental building blocks of modem consumer cultures, 

and thereby to shape the way people develop their individual and col

lective identities. As expressed by one thirtysomething professional 

woman in Beijing, "Brand names are social status and quality of life. 

For example, when I was in the United States, I didn't pay much atten

tion to brand names. Here it's a culture. Look at me now; I'm equipped 

with nothing but brand names, say, Gucci, Fendi, Armani, Versace, 

and the like." Brands are symbolic embodiments of all the associa

tions, real or imagined, connected with a product or service-such as 

thinking that driving an expensive Toyota Prius makes you an environ

mentalist. They incorporate not only information but expectations: 

"Coke adds life," they would have us believe, rather than, say, an in-
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creased chance of childhood obesity and diabetes. Branding, then, of 

which advertising is a key component, includes not only the creation, 

management, and delivery of a product or service but also the forma

tion of expectations connected with it. 

And the psychic and social power of brands cannot be denied. A 

year or so ago, I traveled to a number of remote areas of China that I 

had not visited for twenty years, curious to learn if the consumer cul

ture so visible in China's cities had also reached its hinterlands. In a 

remote region of southwest China, I quizzed the man running the 

guesthouse about whether he had heard of McDonald's and french 

fries and whether he desired them. He found my questions ridiculous

thanks to television, everyone knew about McDonald's and french 

fries. Although he expressed little interest in the food himself, his 

daughter was another story. Not only had she heard of every brand for 

which I could remember the Chinese name, but the promise of Ken

tucky Fried Chicken had helped her father persuade her to relocate 

to the provincial capital, an eight-hour bus ride away, to attend a much 

better school. Years ~f being bombarded with ads about the wondrous 

food and lifestyle available at KFC made his bribe effective. 

Brand China 

In China, branding is more overtly an issue of economic nationalism 

than in the United States. Most Americans associate the work of brand

ing with companies and the marketplace, not with government officials 

and the state. Americans think it is Apple's job to make the iPod,brand 

a household name, not the U.S. government's. But in China, consum

erism is not simply a product of "the free market," something that de

veloped naturally once the Chinese state got out of the way. Rather, it 

is a consequence of ongoing policy decisions by China's leaders, most 
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notably the decision to join the WTO. But another decision has been to 

encourage the rapid development of internationally competitive Chinese

based brands even while allowing multinational companies much greater 

access to Chinese consumers. As Chinese marketing expert Leng Zhen

xing has argued, "Banknotes are just like votes. The more the foreign 

brands get, the less will be left for domestic products." 

A useful measure of the_ shift from a few to a plethora of branded 

products in China is visible in trademark registrations. In 1980 the 

Chinese government received 20,000 trademark applications, a num

ber that by 1993 had reached 132,000. By 2004, more than half of all 

the 2,240,000 registered trademarks had been registered since 2000, 

a quarter of them just that year. Although the number of foreign ap

plications has also expanded dramatically during the Reform Era, from 

only 20 countries with 5,130 trademarks to 129 countries with more 

than 400,000 trademarks, more than 80 percent of those applications 
have been made by Chinese companies. 

Most consumers outside China, despite being surrounded by goods 

made there, would probably find it difficult to name a famous Chinese 

brand. But if China has its way, this will soon change dramatically. It 

is hard to exaggerate China's current level of national anxiety over the 

competitiveness of Chinese brands. Its historical analog might be the 

urgency in the United States to win the space race after the Soviet Union 

launched Sputnik in 1957. Similqrly, Chinese leaders believe they need 

to launch national brands or gain ownership of international ones be

fore it's .too late, and survival is seen as much too important to leave to 

"the market." Rather, building or buying brands is considered a matter 

of national economic security and, of course, of national pride-China 

wants its own international brands to refle~t its commercial success 
and its status as a first-rate power. 

The success of Chinese brands depends first of all on persuading 

Chinese consumers to buy them, which is no easy task. The country 
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can no longer ensure consumer loyalty by protecting its markets, ban

ning imports, limiting access to the foreign currency needed to buy 

imports, or levying tariffs so high that foreign goods become prohibi

tively expensive. Chinese brands also have to overcome an unreliable 

marketplace saturated with fakes. No wonder a 2005 survey of 1,200 

students in Shanghai and Beijing found that all of their favorite brands 

were foreign, led by Nike, Sony, Adidas, and BMW. Chinese policy 

makers fear that if such trends continue, China will become perma

nently stuck at the low end of the brand chain, doing the hard manual 

labor and collecting low wages but owning precious little of a brand's 

"value added," the difference between the cost of making and the 

value added through marketing, distribution, and retail sales. More

over, foreign owners of favored brands, such as Nike, could always 

decide to shift production from China to countries with even lower 

labor costs and weaker environmental protections. This provides the 

logic of China's economic development strategy of urging state and 

private companies to spend billions building brands. 

Beginning in the 1980s, Chinese government officials, business 

leaders, and academics began to urge domestic companies to climb the 

value"added chain-from simply manufacturing products for multi

nationals to developing technology and managing and owning globally 

competitive brands. These experts contend that China's massive trade 

surplus is misleading: Chinese exports have primarily low value added, 

meaning that the real value is collected not by China, which provides 

the physical labor, but by foreign multinationals, which manage and 

own the technology and brands. For example, a 30-gigabyte iPod has 

an export value of $150, but the value added and collected by Chinese 

labor amounts to only $4. According to China's Ministry of Commerce, 

less than 20 percent of Chinese enterprises participating in foreign 

trade have their own brands, and less than half of those export them 

abroad. 
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Going forward, Chinese officials hope to emulate the Japanese 

model of moving up the value-added chain, routinely pointing out 

that while products "Made in Japan" were considered inferior forty 

years ago, they are now viewed as standards of excellence. According 

to Li Guangdou, a Chinese marketing expert, domestic enterprises 

can also learn from the success of South Korean firms: "South Korean 

products used to be synonymous with low-grade products. But when 

we look at the current situation, Samsung has beco~e one of the 

world's 100 most valuable brands." For the Chinese, matching these 

countries' success is a matter not only of national economic well-being 
but of national pride. 

That this government-directed movement has had some success 

in weaning Chinese consumers from a preference for international 

brands can be seen in the growing popular indignation of Chinese 

consumers toward foreign companies. China's aspiring and middle

class consumers increasingly declare that multinationals selling in China 

take; market access for granted, cut comers on safety and quality, ig

nore Chinese laws, and dump their low-end products ther~. A senti

ment popula;;.ly held about Japanese companies, for instance, is that 

they sell their highest-quality products in European and American 

markets, their second best domestically, and their lowest grade in de

veloping markets such as China. One woman I interviewed for in-
. ' 

stance, insisted that Japan "sends us mobile phones that couldn't make 

it in Japan, and their cosmetics often contain different ingredients." 

The Chinese media, sensitive to such slights and feelings, inevita

bly highlight the foreignness of a company when any consumer scan

dal related to imported goods breaks out. In 2005, quality problems 

and recalls undermined the reputation of several major international 

brands: KFC and Heinz were exposed for including the banned card- · 

nogenic dye Sudan 1 in their food, Nikon had to re'call defective bat

teries, Sony had to suspend distribution of six digital camera models 
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with defects, and the level of iodine in Nestle's Golden Growing 3 

Plus Baby Formula was found to exceed national standards. In 2005, 

General Mills's high-end ice-cream brand Haagen-Dazs (widely 

known for its Chinese advertising slogan, "If you love her, treat her to 

Haagen-Dazs") was castigated for operating an "underground" ice

cream-cake factory in Shenzhen without proper permits. In contrast, 

powerful domestic brands are sometimes protected from similar con

sumer scandals. For instance, in 1997, the head of the Beijing Youth 

Daily was fired after publishh1g a report claiming that yogurt drmks 

manufactured by the state-owned Hangzhou Wahaha Group had fa-

tally poisoned several children. 
For their part, Chinese consumers demonstrate a deep ambiva-

lence toward domestic brands, as reflected. in consumers' demands 

that the government protect Chinese brands against international rivals 

even as those consumers simultaneously buy foreign products. Photo

graphs of anti-Japanese protests in the sprffig of 2005; for instance, 

ironically show many protesters holding Japanese cell phones and cam

eras. That same year China's biggest private pollster found that despite 

popular anti-Japanese sentiments and protests, almost half of those 

surveyed said they would buy a Japanese car. Such mixed feelings were 

expressed by Lin Li, a thirty-five-year-old woman shopping in Beijing's 

Japanese-owned Ito Yokado Shopping Center, who, while putting a 

tube of Korean conglomerate LG's toothpaste into her basket, observed 

that "I like foreign brands because they ensure stable quality and good 

service. Of course, I hope there will be a day when I can no longer tell 

the difference between domestic and foreign brands." 

This ongoing tension over the seductive power of foreign names 

has led to some official policies to resist it. Paris of the East Plaza, 

French Gardens, and the Ginza Office Tower are a few of the real 

estate developments forced to change their names by authorities in 

the southwestern city of Kunming. The city decided that the trend 

118 

BRANDING CONSUMER CONSCIOUSNESS 

of attracting China's new middle class by giving new developments 

foreign-sounding names served to debase traditional culture and "is a 

loss to native culture and reflects poor taste." Officials sometimes also 

take action against advertising that they find disrespectful. In 2004, 

the government banned a Nike commercial featuring U.S. basketball 

superstar LeBron James outwitting a kung fu master, citing the ad 

campaign's disrespectful use of the traditional symbol of dragons. 

Likewise, in 2003, Toyota created a controversy with an ad for a new 

Land Cruiser by showing stone lions, tni.ditional symbols of authority, 

bowing to the vehicle. According to one ad industry executive, "The 

government sees itself as a guardian of people's dignity and, every so 

often, it picks a victim to attack in the interests of nationalism." 

Chinese companies sometimes take advantage of these sentiments 

to boost business, killing two birds with one stone as they build bigger 

businesses and create nationalistic-minded consumers at the same 

time. The Beijing-based company Huaqi markets a line of domestically 

dev~loped and manufactured digital cameras by naming them after sig

nificant events in China's war against Japan. The Patriot V (Aigo V) se

ries included models such as the V815, named after the date of the end 

of World War II (August 15). The company's president, Feng Jun, while 

claiming his products were selling well, took the next obvious step and 

suggested that business competition with Japan was simply war by other 

means: "We're determined to take the offensive against Japan until its 

digital cameras, which the country considers Japanese brands' last strong

hold in the electronic products. market, fall to the ground." 

Economic Nationalism in China since 1900 

China's aspirations to cr~ate competitive brands h~ve reintroduced a 

central theme in Chinese consumerism that traces back to the arrival 
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of mass-produced branded imports in the late nineteenth century. By 

the early twentieth century, the rapid increase in imports and the de

sires they stimulated threatened powerful domestic interest groups. 

Chinese politicians worried about trade deficits and the new con

sumer lifestyles; educated elites feared the loss of sovereignty implicit 

in the growing foreign dominance of the economy; domestic manu

facturers struggled to compete against new imports. No one believed 

that the average Chinese housewife would, for patriotic reasons, choose 

what were called Chinese "national products"; indeed, it was assumed 

she would intentionally choose foreign products, whether for price, 

perceived quality, or simple fashion. These anxieties over consumers 

choosing price and quality over patriotism ultimately produced a 

multifaceted "Buy Chinese" campaign in which advocates developed 

countless ways to exhort fellow Chinese to consume China-made 

products. 
The formation of the People's Republic of China in 1949 soon 

ended the ease with which consumers could choose foreign products. 

Mao Zedong's regime aimed to turn cities known for their consump

tion into centers of production instead, emulating the Soviet Union's 

economic model with its emphasis on state-owned heavy industry 

over consumer goods. Foreign multinationals were gradually forced 

to leave China, and most foreign products were eliminated from store 

shelY1eS. After some initial hesitation, which allowed consumer life

styles to persist into the mid-1950s, the state appropriated all private 

enterprises and consumer culture was virtually outlawed. Thirty years 

later after the death of Chairman Mao in.1976, China dramatically 

cha~ged course. With the start of Deng Xiaoping's economic reforms 

and the policy known as "opening to the outside world," or simply the 

Open Door Policy, China slowly began to permit the import of con

sumer goods. Policy makers reckoned that allowing imports was a small 

price to pay to gain access to foreign consumer markets for their own 

120 

BRANDING CONSUMER CONSCIOUSNESS 

products. But over the past three decades, as the range and volume of 

imports has grown, the tension between "Chinese products" and "f~r

eign products" has periodically reemerged. One reason for this is that 

China's WTO commitments have rendered countless village-owned 

and state-owned enterprises uncompetitive and created millions of 

unemployed and angry workers. Chinese students continue to invoke 

the language of economic nationalism when calling for boycotts of for

eign goods, as in the widespread boycott of the French retailing giant 

Carrefour in retaliation for the disruption of the 2008 Olympic torch 
relay in Paris. 

A hundred years ago, China struggled to catch up as a global man

ufacturing superpower. Mission accomplished. Now the Chinese rec

ognize that in the "post-industrial" reign of service economies, their 

country needs to become a branding superpower. Chinese govern

ment and business leaders view domestic ownership of global brands 

and intellectual property as symbolic of national wealth and power, the 

economic equivalent of hosting the Olympics, but much more per

manent. China wants its own domestic companies to join the list of 

prominent global brands associated with powerful countries such as 

the United States (McDonald's, Microsoft, Boeing, Google), Germany 

(BMW), Japan (Honda, Nintendo, Sony), and Korea (LG, Samsung). 

Moreover, the government wants to develop competitive brands across 

the spectrum of consumer products and services, including high-tech 

consumer electronics (such as Midea, headquartered in Shunde, near 

Hong Kong), and to revive "established brands" such as Tongrentang, 

the traditional medicine company. This push to create Chinese-owned 

brands also applies to the service sector, where the Ministry of Com

merce has set ambitious targets that include developing one hundred 

restaurant brands, fifty hotel brands, and prominent brands in the 

beauty industry. To help reach these goals, stat~ policies have pro

moted the creation oflarge-scale, horizontally integrated multinational 
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corporations to compete against foreign multinationals. In the 1990s, 

the state selected a "national team" of 120 industrial groups to receive 

state assistance, and it promoted 925 top domestic brands. 
In 2002 the Chinese state further strengthened its control over 

large companies by creating the very powerful if infelicitously named 

State-owned Assets Supervision and . Administration Commission 

(SASAC) (pronouncedsah-sack). This acronym is worth remembering; 

it may prove to be the most important one in China after PLA (People's 

Llberation Army). SASAC owns and runs more than 150 enormous 

corporations, including 8 of the 14 mainland Chinese enterprises listed 

on the Fortune 500. Where China's Open Door Policy once invited 

foreign investors in, since the early 1990s the government has also been 

laying the groundwork for these new Chinese conglomerates to take 

their products out that door: For instance, the Chinese government 

has used SASAC to entice the conglomerates to "go global" with favor

able policies, including the abolition of foreign .currency restrictions 

for overseas investment. China intends to remake the perception of 

Chinese brands, and hence of China itself, around the globe through 

these new, internationally prominent brands. 
The effects of the Chinese government's. pressure- on the nation's 

biggest companies to sell more branded products abroad is most visi

ble in developing markets, where the Chinese already sell branded 

appliances, consumer electronics, and even automobiles. One can find 

Chinese-made Geely cars even on the streets of.Havana, where there 

are reports that Cuban Communist Party officials have switched their 

allegiance from their old, solidly built Russian Ladas to new-model 

Geelys. 
These initiatives are simply a dry run for entering developed mar-

kets. China's biggest appliance maker, Haier, already sells small refrig

erators under its own name in the United States and plans to popularize 

its full-size refrigerators next. It's also aggressively trying to acquire 
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established brands, including a failed.attempt to buy Maytag in 2005 

and a subsequent effort to buy GE's electric home appliances divi

sion. In a country where after-sales service had disappeared under 

Mao, Haier has attempted to brand itself as a leader in customer ser

vice, differentiating itself from its rivals with its slogan "Phone up for 

immediate repairs, twenty-four hours a day," and has tried to extend 

this branding abroad. 

Although international pressure and its entry into the WTO forced 

China to remove formal barriers to foreign products, this hasn't stopped 

China's leaders from playing both a dir~ct and an indirect role in pro

moting brand nationalism. For instance, in 2003 the former chief nego

tiator in China's efforts to join the WTO, Long Yongtu, claimed that 

encouraging Chinese consumers to purchase Chinese products "will 

violate neither the WTO rules nor the market economic rules."· Chi

nese entrepreneurs routinely express a similar sentiment. According 

to underwear manufacturer Zhou Xiaoning of the Zhongke Group, 

domestic brand consciousness is critical to Chinese economic devel

opment: "Without the recognition of domestic consumers, how can 

China brands grow and mature?" In the summer of 2008 the national 

government even incorporated the establishment, protection, and ~an-
agement of national brands into its National Strategy. . 

Although accepting WTO restrictions ostensibly promises a level 

playing field for foreign products in China; Chinese leaders continue 

to use governm.ent policies to create non-tariff barriers to foreign 

trade. For example, the China National Tobacco Corporation ( CNTC), 

a government monopoly, still controls 90 percent of the domestic cig

arette market, helped by non-tariff barriers such as the regulations 

governing new cigarette factories, limits on the number of sales offices, 

and provincial-level quotas to preserve its market share. Successful 

foreign brands, most notably Philip Morris's Mariboro, are allowed 

to enter the market only by producing their branded Cigarettes at 
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CNTC-affiliated factories. These "partnerships" allow CNTC to limit 

competition, acquire new technology, leverage a high-profile interna

tional brand, and gain access to overseas markets. And these barriers 

can be erected at the local and provincial level, too. One county in 

China made international news for trying to raise revenue by requir

ing its officials to smoke only local brands or face fines. 

Government-sponsored promotion of Chinese brand conscious

ness has included setting up new mechanisms to help domestic con

sumers identify Chinese products among the torrent of brands now 

available. In anticipation of stiff foreign competition after entry to the 

WTO, the State General Administration of Quality Supervision, In

spection, and Quarantine, China's watchdog for product quality, set up 

a "China Brand Name Strategy Promotion Commission" and awarded 

fifty-seven brands from forty-five enterprises the title of "China's Top 

Brand," in an effort to alert Chinese consumers to high-quality domes

tic brands. In a move reminiscent of China's anti-imperialist ecC?.nomic 

nationalist campaigns of the early twentieth century, the government 

now organizes exhibitions for "established brands" to increase national 

brand awareness. 

Another advantage Chinese companies have over their interna

tional competitors is that China's highly competitive domestic market 

forces multinationals to adapt international brands to local tastes

what some have called "glocalization." This has become ever more 

essential as Chinese consumers, now confronting choice rather than 

scarcity, become pickier about what they buy. For international brands, 

one of the earliest and most basic localization efforts has been select

ing a Chinese-language brand name that sounds felicitous and invokes 

the right image. Unlike alphabets based solely on sounds, most Chinese 

characters also have evocative meanings, making essentially meaning

less brand names such as Xerox or Intel impossible in Chinese. Lau

rent Philippe, the head of Procter & Gamble in China, recognized the 
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importance of selecting Chinese names that "trigger meaningful visu

als or associations with benefits," and thus it is no accident that the 

Chinese characters used for Pampers, the disposable baby diaper brand, 

carr;: much the same meaning as the English name: "helping baby's 

comfort." The product's phenomenal success in China has become 
international marketing history. 

Companies have learned that they cannot target "the Chinese" as 

a homogenous market of largely identical consumers. The resulting 

move toward market segmentation-the recognition that subgroups 

within a market share common characteristics that set them apart---,-is 

forcing companies to expand their product offerings to accommodate 

regional, generational, class, and other preferences. To meet regional 

taste preferences, for instance, KFC sells "Old Peking Style Chicken 

Rolls" with sweet bean sauce and mushroom chicken porridge. At the 

same time, the consumption of branded products makes those seg

mentations possible. Consuming segment-specific branded products 

has' become a way for Chinese consumers to manifest differences in 

wealth, education, and regi~nal identity. If you are what you consume 

(say, a BMW), you are also what you do not consume (a Red Flag, 
Brilliance, or other Chinese-brand car). 

Now that China's biggest cities have become major markets for 

both Chinese and international brands, marketers are increasingly 

turning their attention to capturing the brand loyalties and purchasing 

power of Chinese consumers outside the 100 million-plus Chinese 

living in a handful of big cities. After all, China has more than 150 cit

ies with populations of more than 1 million (compared to the United 

States, which has around 10 such cities). On the one hand, by creating 

nationally recognized chains and brands, companies are standardizing 

the shopping experience so that the majority of the population now 

recognizes hundreds, even thousands of brands. B~t while producing 

brands intended for mass or even universal consumption, companies 
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are also segmenting the market and expanding product offerings to 

accommodate varying preferences. For instance, in 2000, GM offered 

a limited number of car models in China, primarily large, high-end 

Buicks costing around $40,000. Private ownership of cars had just 

begun, and GM's primary customers were government officials and 

entrepreneurs who wanted large sedans to transport top cadres. Just 

five years later, GM was marketing $75,000-plus Cadillac SRX SUVs 

to the very rich; the popular $30,000 Buick Regal to cost-conscious 

entrepreneurs looking for a high-status car; the $15,000 to $20,000 

Buick Excelle to mid-level managers; the $19,000 Chevrolet Epica 

sedan, the $10,000 to $12,000 Aveo hatchback, and the $5,700 .Spark 

minicar to younger urbanites buying their first cars; and $4,000 to 

$6,500 minivans, designed to carry seven passengers and their cargo, 

to buyers in the countryside. To reach this broader market, it also 

expanded its distribution network to more than a thousand outlets, up 

from just nine in 1998. 

If You Can't Build Them, Buy Them 

A century ago, Chinese leaders and media conducted a nationalist eco

nomic camp~gn that urged the Chinese to buy Chinese products. To

day Lenovo offers the Chinese a story of a homegrown company that's 

so successful it could buy the most famous international computer 

brand, a corporate rags-to-riches tale. Founded in 1984 with $24,000, 

Lenovo, a state-owned enterprise (SOE) that originated in the Chinese 

Academy of Sciences, began as a distributor of other computer brands, 

including IBM. In 1990 it began manufacturing its own computers, 

profiting from state commissions and little competition. By 1997 it 

controlled over a quarter of the Chinese market, making it the coun

try's largest-selling brand of PCs. In 2000 it followed the government 

edict to "go global" and began selling overseas. In April 2003, because 
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of copyright conflicts in other countries where the company's original 

English name, Legend, was already registered, the company renamed 

itself Lenovo. (In Chinese, it's still called Lianxiang.) It became the 

world's third largest producer of computers in December 2004 by 

spending $1.25 billion to acquire the PC arm of IBM, which was then 

three times its size and, with its Thinkpad brand, much more recogniz

able. Now Lenovo sells billions of dollars' worth of computers world

wide under its own global brand. Even so evident a success story, 

however, carries ambiguities: nearly all of the Chinese people with 

whom I have discussed the takeover think, as one friend put it, "that 

Lenovo hurt IBM's brand value" rather than helping Lenovo's. 

No matter. This purchase proved a harbinger of what was to come, 

as a stronger yuan made it possible, and even strategically necessary, 

for Chinese companies to buy iconic foreign assets. The decade and a 

half since has brought many such acquisitions, particularly of estab

lished but struggling international brands, such as Nanjing Auto's 

purchase of MO Rover and Dongxiang's acquisition and successful 

marketing of the Kappa brand, most closely associated with British 

football hooligans but now a leading fashion brand in China. Li Ning, 

China's top domestic sports brand, entered into an alliance with Lotto 

Sport Italia, and Peace Mark, Asia's biggest watch retailer, bought 

Swiss watch brand Milus. Within Chinese pop culture, fueled by end

less media coverage of these acquisitions, these branding efforts repre

sent heroic David-versus-Goliath sagas for the era of global capitalism, 

tales driven by nationalism that reinforce Chinese national identity. 

China's Branding Challenges 

Despite government investments and policies that favor China's own 

products, Chinese companies face a number of challenges as they 

make the transition from the country's earlier fragmented, state-run, 
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and production-oriented economy to one driven by creating consumer 

desires and meeting consumer demands .. The first of these is one 

China initially faced a century ago, when Japan surpassed it as the 

world's largest exporter of silk and the British in India took a com

manding share of the global tea trade: the mass production of con

sistency. Chinese products have real and perceived problems with 

consistency-that is, with producing large quantities of identical high

quality goods. This is especially true in the food industry, where foreign 

brands provide nearly identical products regardless of time or place. 

Consumers at a McDonald's or KFC anywhere in the world can ex

pect their food to look and taste the same wherever they buy it. In 

contrast, the well-known Chinese fast food Yangzhou Fried Rice tastes 

different from restaurant to restaurant and even from chef to chef. 

Under the productivist paradigm of the Maoist era, consistency 

was much les~ important than supply. Demand was assumed and, 

thanks to shortages, ensured. But with the country's reintegration into 

global capitalist markets, China's political and business leaders want 

to consolidate and standardize domestic products before foreign com

panies do. Take the tea industry, where one would assume China had 

a competitive advantage. China has more than a thousand varieties of 

tea, many of which are renowned throughout the world. However, 

there are no national tea brands, not to mention international ones. 

Thanks to climate and soil conditions as well as traditional preferences, 

most Chinese tea brands are regional. Southern Chinese tend to 

prefer green tea and northerners prefer jasmine-flavored tea. More

over, many teas are still produced by families, making it nearly impos

sible to ensure their quality. These problems, combined with a growing 

Chinese appetite for trustworthy branded products, have confirmed 

government fears: aggressive foreign expansion. The Anglo-Dutch 

Unilever Group has bought out a Chinese tea brand, Jinghua tea, 

and expanded its offerings from Lipton black tea to Lipton green and 
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jasmine tea. If Chinese companies can't create competitive tea brands, 

what hope is there for other products? 

As noted, Chinese companies and officials trying to build Chine~e 

brands also battle a legacy of the socialist economy's emphasis on 

managing shortages on the supply side rather than appealing to con

sumers on the demand side. That is, the Mao regime emphasized 

quantity, not quality, much less the product differentiation that is the 

foundation of branding. Another legacy of the socialist era is the near 

absence of prominent domestic brands. Before the reforms, watches 

were one of the "three luxuries" for most Chinese, and China had 

several prominent domestic watch brands, such as Shanghai, Seagull, 

and Five Star. In the early 1970s, when there were almost no im

ported rivals, the Chinese willingly waited in long lines whenever sup

plies of watches such as the Shanghai appeared, despite their costing 

the equivalent of four or five months' salary for most people. But this 

began to change in the early 1980s, when domestic brands began to 

lose the mid-level and high-end watch market first to Citizen and 

Seiko and then to Rolex, Omega, and Cartier. Chinese watchmakers 

have attempted but failed to develop luxury watch brands and seem . 

unable to overcome the public perception that domestic watches are 

inexpensive but inferior. 

Other Chinese companies have had similar difficulties. Take Mao

tai, the famous Chinese liquor distilled from fermented sorghum and 

manufactured exclusively in the southwest province of Guizhou. (Like 

Champagne, Maotai is trademarked by place.) Maotai was a favorite 

liquor of Chinese leaders Deng Xiaoping, Zhou Enlai, and Mao Zedong 

and was used for toasts at important state occasions, including cere

monies marking major events from the founding of the People's Re

public of China to its entry into the WTO. With its high profile and 

paucity of competition, Maotai never needed to advertise. Although it 

is now affordable, available, and heavily advertised, intense competi-

129 



RS CHINA GOES, SO GOES THE WORLD 

tion in the liquor industry ha.s undermined its status and therefore the 

value of the brand. Cognac is the liquor of choice today, thanks to its 

position as a status symbol among China's newly rich. Savvy producers 

have reinforced this image. In 1994, Seagram introduced a mid-priced 

cognac, Martell Noblige, aimed at middle-class Chinese consumers 

anxious to emulate elite lifestyles. At home and abroad, the Chinese 

now consume a fourth of the global cognac supply. 
Despite government efforts to help established Chinese brands 

compete, the companies behind these brands still often make basic 

mistakes of brand management based on socialist-era assumptions. In 

1990 the former Ministry of Commerce awarded the title "old and 

famous brands" to sixteen hundred shops and enterprises in the cloth

ing, medicine, and food and beverage industries. It hasn't helped. 

Twenty percent of these designated famous brands have been operat

ing at a loss for years and are nearly bankrupt, while another 70 percent 

are barely profitable. Thus these former pillars of Chinese consumer 

consciousness have begun to disappear. In January 2003, for instance, 

Wangmazi Scissors, a Beijing institution founded in 1651, sparked a 

national debate on traditional brands by announcing its bankruptcy. 

Beyond the problem of profitability, established companies some

times lost out to opportunistic newcomers in the race to register estab

lished brand names. The names of a famous Hunan provincial stuffed 

steamed bun, Deyuan Baozi, and the famous Jinhua ham, for instance, 

were both registered by new companies. (Imagine if a Pittsburgh

based company owned the rights to Philly cheesesteak.) It took the 

original company nearly twenty years to recover the rights. In other 

cases, foreign companies have registered the names oflong-established 

Chinese brands in their own countries. By 2005, 180 Chinese brands 

were registered by foreign companies in Australia and at least 100 

Chinese brands in Japan; a full 15 percent of Chinese brands that 

applied for registration abroad were embarrassed to learn that others 

had already beaten them to it. 
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But perhaps the biggest hurdle for Chinese brand development is 

the fact that China often resembles a collection of diverse markets 

rather than a single, integrated one. There are, for instance, four hun

dred brands of cigarettes in China, the world's largest consumer, where 

about 60 percent of men smoke. Given regional tastes, China more 

closely resembles the historically fragmented European market than 

the relatively homogeneous North American market. Because of a lack 

of distribution infrastructure, national brands must rely on local part

nerships or acquisitions. In the 1990s, Tsingtao Brewery, for example, 

successfully built a national network by acquiring twenty-two local 

breweries stretching from Shenzhen in the far south to Beijing in the 

north, as did the less expensive Beijing-based Yanjing Beer Company, 

China's largest brewer. In contrast, foreign breweries such as Anheuser

Busch, after an expensive misstep with enormous centralized produc

tion facilities, ultimate!)". had to buy a fourth of Tsingtao to gain access 

to the Chinese beer market, ~ow the world's largest. 

China's leaders, along with many throughout the developed world, 

have wanted China to embrace consumerism, which has meant em

bracing branded products. In the world created by the WTO, Chinese 

brand loyalty cannot be easily ensured, and consumption cannot be 

controlled the way it was in the Mao era. What the world has gotten, 

then, is a Chinese government obsessed with shaping consumption 

not only within China but also globally by creating global brands that 

will challenge the rest of the world's, or at the very least give multina

tionals within China a run for their money. For China, this is part of a 

longer and larger project. Since the late nineteenth century, China's 

leadership (if not necessarily its on-the-street consumers) has devel

oped a strong sense of economic nationalism and demonstrated a will

ingness to make any sacrifice to develop world-class industries in the 

name of "national survival," including sacrificing the well-being of the 
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country's workers and the health of its environment. In the current 

postindustrial world, Chinese leaders see ownership and control over 

world-class brands as the key to continued economic development. As 

a result, Chinese consumers may have less power to consume what

ever brands they want. 
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Even as retailing and branding have been encouraging much more 

consumption in China, consumer confidence (both nationally and in

ternationally) has been undermined by the massive production of 

Chinese counterfeits. I have firsthand experience. In preparation for 

a 1recent research trip to China, I bought a sleek new netbook, reas

suring myself that I needed an ultra-portable computer because my 

two-year-old laptop was too heavy to lug around the world. Shortly 

after the purchase, I decided to double the machine's memory but 

opted to wait until I got to China, where I assumed I'd find a lower 

price. On my arrival, I went to the electronic district in Shanghai and 

found a vendor who sold and installed the new memory card. The 

price was not as good as I'd hoped, in part because the vendor assured 

me the card was authentic. When the computer crashed for the first 

time a few days later, even though I'm no stranger to such crashes and 

have no idea what causes them (nor, apparently, does Microsoft), I in

stantly suspected the new memory card: Had I been cheated? 

My experience captures a reality of everyday life in China, a coun

try rife with low-quality and counterfeit produ~ts, so muc;h so that 

consumers there have learned to live in a world of uncertainty. Many 
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Chinese have shared horror stories of trying to be vigilant when shop

ping to avoid inadvertently buying substandard or fake products and 

of failing time and again. Even supposedly reliable brands often pro

vide unreliable performance. Exhausted by the confusion, one cab

driver told me he had simply surrendered and learned to live with 

uncertainty, saying, 'Who knows what's real and what's fake?" China's 

rapid shift to a deregulated market economy, where price and profits 

are paramount without a parallel commitment to consumer protec

tion, has created a consumer culture permeated with omnipresent 

consumer anxiety. 

At the heart of the problem is the integrity of brands. Brands, as 

we've seen, are the building blocks of consumerism. A brand is a name, 

an idea, and, above all, a monopoly on manufacturing an easily imitated 

product. Most of all, brands are a promise to consumers that they are 

buying what they think they are. Protectin& as well as creating brand 

identities is critical to modern consumer culture. If consumers regu

larly got sick after drinking Evian water, an imported premium brand 

in China, few would continue to buy that brand. If there were fre

quent stories of brakes malfunctioning on $80,000 BMW sports cars, 

nobody would want one. Likewise, if your friends couldn't tell the dif

ference between your real Rolex watch and a fake, would you be will

ing to pay thousands of dollars more to own the genuine article? In 

China, however, weak protections and a massive manufacturing ca

pacity create an unusually unstable brand environment. But the his

tory and role of counterfeits in China raise not just arcane issues of 

business practices in a faraway country but concern for consumers 

everywhere. 

Over the course of the last three decades of economic reforms, 

China has become both the largest producer and the largest consumer 

of fake products. By 2001, for instance, the government estimated 

that the country was flooded with $19 to $24 billion in counterfeit 
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goods. Brand owners in China estimate that 15 to 20 percent of all 

prominent pranded goods in China are actually counterfeit, with 

much higher rates for expensive but easily reproduced products such 

as computer software and movies, whose piracy rates are over 90 per

cent. DVDs loaded with software or movies usually sell for a dollar or 

two, anywhere from a hundredth to a fourth of the legitimate prod

uct's price. 

The counterfeit market pulls in consumers by offering them not 

only better prices but also better selection. American hit movies are 

available within days of their theatrical release, .which allows Chinese 

consumers to buy them on DVD even before they appear in domestic 

theaters, and months before their counterparts in America can. It also 

allows Chinese movie fans to view movies, such as Merrwirs of a Geisha, 

that the government has banned. Even banned books are pirated. 

After A Survey of Chinese Peasants, a heartbreaking expose of the 

plight of China's farmers, became a bestseller, it was banned in 2004. 

Bu't some thirty book pirates kept it in print, selling an estimated eight 

million copies. High profits motivate pirates, who don't pay licensing 

fees or royalties to the book's publisher or author. The pirating of mu

sic and computer software similarly allows consumers access to tech

nology that might otherwise be prohibitively expensive, with many 

sellers minimizing the risk to consumers by allowing them to try out or 

swap defective DVDs on the spot with no questions asked. 

The variety off akes for sale in China has long moved beyond the 

stereotypical Gucci handbags and Rolex watches. Along with Holly

wood movies and Microsoft software, every imaginable product in 

China is counterfeited, including such top-selling products as Oral-B 

toothbrushes, Gillette razor blades, Zippo lighters, and Duracell bat

teries. Unilever Group claims that knockoffs of its shampoos, soaps, 

and teas are growing by 30 percent annually. A fake battery or cheaply 

constructed knockoff lighter poses one sort of risk; of far greater con-
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cem, given the scale of possible consequences, are counterfeit versions 

of products such as powdered milk, alcohol, fertilizer, pesticides, and 

even aircraft components that don't contain the ingredients or parts 

promised. 

Conventional wisdom holds that as China's manufacturers move 

up the value-added chain and China has brands of its own to pro

tect, it will do a better job of protecting intellectual property. So far, 

however, what is clear is that as China moves from inexpensive and 

easy-to-manufacture goods to producing more complex things such as 

electronics, its counterfeiters do the same. Very few consumables prove 

immune, from technologically sophisticated products such as DVD 

players to, more alarmingly, pharmaceuticals made from inert or dan

gerous compounds. Bogus antibiotics and toxic fake drugs have been 

known to kill hundreds of thousands in China in a single year and to 

contribute to a worldwide epidemic of fakes estimated by the World 

Health Organization at 8 percent of all manufactured drugs. Chinese 

counterfeits of lifesaving drugs for illnesses such as malaria are in

creasingly showing up around the developing world, discovered only 

after they fail to work 

The quality of Chinese counterfeits ranges broadly. Gone are the 

days when imitations were comically imprecise and easy to spot with 

misspelled names such as "Reebek" shoes. Now counterfeits may be 

so accurately reproduced that they are indistinguishable from the 

originals. Given increased efficiencies on the part of counterfeiters, 

fakes can also appear nearly simultaneously with the launch of an origi

nal. Knockoffs of new models of golf clubs, for instance, appear within 

a week According to Stu Herrington, who supervises brand protec

tion for Callaway Golf, "back-engineering a golf club is a piece of 

cake." Not surprisingly, then, as much as 5 to 7 percent of all global 

trade, or about $500 billion a year, is estimated to involve counterfeit 

goods, a total expected to reach $2 trillion by 2025. This suggests, 
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among other things, that there are going to be a lot more people un

certain about why their computer just crashed or wondering whether 
their medicine might kill them. 

Becoming the World's Biggest Faker 

The incentives for anyone anywhere to produce fake products are ob

vious, chief among them the promise of huge profits. Fake Marlboros 

·that are sold for more than seven dollars a pack in Manhattan cost 

only a few pennies to make in China. No wonder, then, to give but one 

example, that in 2003 six men were arrested in New York for import

ing thirty-five million counterfeit cigarettes from China. Similarly, 

while it costs between $11 and $24 to make a pair of genuine New 

Balance shoes that retail for $120, the fakes cost around just $8 a pair 

to make and can fetch ten times that much in Australia. 
1 Producers of fakes can reap such huge profit margins because they 

avoid costs that the manufacturers of the genuine article cannot. Re

verse engineering is much les.s expensive than original research and 

development, particularly if the goal is imitating appearance rather 

, than performance. Counterfeiters also profit from free marketing: by 

aping established brands, they have a preexisting market for their prod

ucts and benefit from someone else's brand building. They may also 

avoid paying taxes, an especially large incentive for manufacturers of 

knockoff cigarettes and alcohol and other heavily taxed luxury goods. 

They are also subject to few or no environmental restrictions; manufac

turers of counterfeits by definition are eluding regulation and needn't 

worry about consumer backlash if they are caught dumping toxic waste. 

Nor are they bound by labor laws and government oversight. And be

cause they are not concerned with the maintenarice of a brand, they 

can cut comers by using low-grade raw materials and equipment. 
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China has become the global leader in both the production and 

the consumption of counterfeits simply because it can: unlike many 

developing countries, it has the manufacturing and technological abil

ity. Ironically, foreign companies seeking cheaper labor costs have 

inadvertently contributed to the counterfeit problem. Hundreds of 

billions of dollars have been poured into China to build countless fac

tories, transfer innumerable production lines, and import all levels of 

manufacturing technology. In some cases, making knockoffs is as sim

ple as keeping a factory running even after it has fulfilled its licensed 

orders. During these "ghost shifts," a factory runs extra shifts using 

cheaper material, unofficial labor, and safety shortcuts. 

Perhaps the most significant reason for China's emergence as a 

global superpower in the production and consumption of fakes is an 

ongoing and irresolvable tension between national and local interests. 

Simply put, despite international pressures on the national govern

ment to enforce intellectual property rights, localities have a greater 

interest in producing fakes than the national government has in stop

ping them. (The same conflict between local and national interests, 

incidentally, calls into question assumptions about Beijing's power to 

enforce limits on greenhouse gases.) Even as economic reforms pro

vided greater local autonomy, the national government decreased sub

sidies for, state-owned enterprises, forcing local officials to find new 

ways to. finance local industries and in effect offering them new ways 

to support and enrich themselves through illicit payoffs. But money 

isn't the only consideration. Local officials are often more frightened 

by the prospect of large numbers of dislocated, unemployed workers 

than they are by the specter of multinational companies and their law

yers, chastisement from Beijing, or even lost tax revenue. For local 

officials, looking the other way or even promoting the production of 

counterfeit goods often solves very real and immediate problems. In

deed, at times desperate local authorities have actually sanctioned 

138 

LIVING IN A WORLD OF FAKES 

counterfeiting as a valuable source of cash to help keep legitimate state

owned enterprises from going under. Entire cities and counties have 

become regional counterfeiting centers and are now completely de

pendent on their expertise in producing fakes. Wenzhou specializes in 

fake car parts, Yuxiao County in cigarettes, and Jintan in pesticides. 

Until the relatively recent development of Chinese brands, en

forcing intellectual property rights (IPR) meant protecting the inter

ests of multinational companies. This made the problem a national 

rather than local issue, and one that few leaders worked to change. 

Even at the national level, Chinese officials have tended to view IPR 

infringement as a victimless crime, especially when the victim is a 

company and even more so when it's a foreign company. Even with 

recent new laws, fines and conviction rates remain low, especially in 

areas where official complicity is at play. The national government can 

get tough when people get hurt or killed-a man found guilty of sell

ing adulterated baby formula, for example, was sentenced to eight 

years in prison. But compare this with the Guangdong businessman 

convicted of producing fifteen different brands of fake windshields, 

some falsely labeled as manufactured by GM and Mitsubishi Motors, 

who was only fined $97,000 and given a suspended sentence. 

Even national officials appear complicit in some trademark viola

tions. For instance, the manufacturers of the BlackBerry email device 

sought entry into the Chinese market for years, struggling to over

come one hurdle after another thrown in their way by the govern

ment. On the very eve of its eventual entry into the Chinese market, 

a competing "RedBerry" was rolled out by two different Chinese com

panies selling a BlackBerry-like service on a non-BlackBerry mobile 

device. One of the companies was a private start-up, but the other, 

China Unicom, is largely owned by the Chinese government. It is 

hard not to conclude that BlackBerry was excluded from the poten

tially lucrative d~mestic market until a domestic equivalent backed by 
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powerful Chinese interests could be produced, which also neatly ex

ploited BlackBerry's brand recognition by using a very similar name. 

With the counterfeit industry accounting for approximately 8 per-

, cent of China's GDP and employing thre~ to five million people, Chi

nese authorities have a difficult time investigating and correcting lax 

enforcement practices in places notorious for protecting their coun

terfeiters. That is, except when local officials have their own reason's 

for working to prevent the sale of fakes. Local governments with man

ufacturers of the original products in their jurisdictions often work 

hard to crack down on fakes, but the legal system makes intraregional 

police and judicial cooperation time-consuming and ineffective, and 

sometimes even dangerous. On August 3, 2005, for instance, hundreds 

of employees of a clothing company, Yanglaoda, who objected to a rul

ing on its disputed trademark, surrounded the local court in the north

ern city of Yulin and beat up a dozen judges. Conflicts of interest don't 

help. Wholesale markets throughout China, in which many counter

feits are distributed, are regulated by the local Administration for In

dustry and Commerce (AIC). This branch oflocal government is also 

responsible for enforcing IPR, thereby policing the same markets in 

which their local governments have extensive investments and finan

cial interests. Even further down the supply chain, local officials them

selves sometimes m.ake money operating stores selling counterfeits; 

in more than one case, police were found profiting from counterfeit 

shops located in or adjacent to their headquarters. 

Chinese legal culture also plays a role in lax enforcement. For 

thirty years following the Communist Revolution, the 'state had sole 

ownership of all property, so personal, much less intellectual, prop

erty is still a relatively novel concept in China. The government has 

gradually introduced a legal system that protects property rights, 

though the earliest patent and trademark laws were not enacted until 

the start of the 1980s, and ~ot until 2001, and under foreign pressure, 
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did China began revising these laws in preparation to join the World 

Trade Organization. But tension between the national interest in com

plying with WTO obligations and local interests remain: closing a fac

tory changes a national problem (WTO compliance) into a local one 

(unemployment and lost revenue). And because China's three thou

sand county courts are under the control of local governments, half

hearted enforcement, prosecution, and punishment continue to ensure 

the production of counterfeits. 

Ironically, Chinese companies have begun to use international law 

to harass foreign brand owners. Nowadays, Chinese companies rush to 

file patents and claim trademarks for products that copy foreign patents 

or make only minor changes to them, thereby becoming the legal own

ers of a specific type of product within China. Rather than hiding from 

the law by moving a factory from village to village, in otherwords, such 

companies protect themselves with a Great Wall of patents, sometimes ' 

even turning the tables and suing foreign companies for infringing upon 

their rights. In IPR legal culture, "first to file" patents and trademarks 

are more important than claims of invention, so if Chinese companies 

can gain possession of the IPR first, they can even stop the original 

brands from entering China or can sue the foreign manufacturer once it 

arrives. When foreign companies countersue, the Chinese companies 

simply outlast them in China's notoriously lengthy legal appeals process. 

And even if the foreign companies prevail, local officials usually pres

sure the courts to award only compensatory and not punitive damages. 

Complicity of Foreign Consumers 

Although there is a booming domestic market for faked goods in 

China, it could not flourish without the greed a'nd complicity of for

eign businesses and consumers. In fact, the initial impetus for the 
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counterfeit market was to cater to the foreign visitors-businesspeople, 

students, tourists, and even government representatives-who trav

eled to China in ever-increasing numbers following the country's 

reopening to the world. Since the late 1980s, major tourist cities in 

China have offered marketplaces specializing in selling fakes to for

eign tourists. The history of these "must visit" places reflects the his

tory of China's response first to foreign demand for bargain versions 

ofluxury goods and then to foreign pressure to respect the i~tellectual 
property rights and brands of international companies. 

The first of these counterfeit markets was Beijing's Silk Alley, a 

market of open-air stalls conveniently near the district in which most 

of the foreign embassies are located. The market was installed there 

in 1982, when economic reforms made it legal for local Beijingers to 

sell clothes, fruit, and vegetables from tricycle carts, mostly to fellow 

Chinese. Suddenly, fashion was in, Maoist-era clothing was out, and in 

Beijing and across the country, small-scale shops and streets with stalls 

emerged that specialized in selling fashionable clothing made in back

room factories. But in 1985, vendors began to focus on foreigners 

interested in buying higher-quality traditional Chinese silk products 

and crafts. By 1987, the hundreds of stalls crammed into the Alley were 

attracting foreign tourist groups on package tours and wholesalers 

from foreign countries. 
The market shifted again in the mid-1990s, as Chinese clothing 

production techniques improved and international brand manufac

turers themselves relocated to China. In response, Alley vendors be

gan instead to meet foreign demand for high-quality fake international 

brands by buying factory seconds and unlicensed surplus goods from 

manufacturers licensed to make them. By specializing in higher-quality 

counterfeit apparel, Silk Alley set the standard for marketplaces pop

ular with foreign tourists. As a shop clerk selling bogus Louis Vuitton 

bags at a similar market noted, "Even fakes have many grades of qual-

142 

LIVING IN R WORLD OF FAKES 

ity, and these fakes are really, really good." Rather than selling a clunky 

. replica Rolex that broke quickly (like the one I bought in the early 

1990s), the Silk Alley sold fakes that were virtually indistinguishable 

from the genuine articles. Indeed, actual and fake often came from 

the same factory, meaning that foreign tourists could return home 

to boast of buying a quality fake for less or simply of owning, say, five 

Gucci bags. 

Because of the Silk Alley's notoriety, foreign business and govern

ments attempting to pressure China to enforce IPR would cite it as a 

prime example of lax enforcement and rampant piracy, even though 

most of its millions of customers came from those countries doing 

the complaining, the United States and EU member states. By 2005 

the pressure to crack down on Silk Alley merchants led to periodic 

high-profile raids. In the spring of that year, for instance, plainclothes 

inspectors posing as consumers seized more than three hundred items 

with Prada, Gucci, Chanel, and other luxury brand logos. International 

ll1Xury brands also began using China's legal system to try to protect their 

intellectual property. Five luxury brand owners filed lawsuits against 

the owner of the shopping emporium, demanding 2.5 million yuan in 

damages for permitting vendors to infringe upon their trademarks. A 

year later the courts agreed and ordered the operators of the Alley to 

pay each company 20,000 yuan,· considerably less than the 500,000 

each had sought. 

Although city officials wanted to demolish the market, it was, after 

the Great Wall and Forbidden City, the best-known tourist attraction in 

the city, drawing 100,000 shoppers a day and generating over 100 mil

lion yuan in sales and 10 million yuan in taxes annually. Finally, at the 

end of 2004, stall owners were given two weeks' notice that the Alley 

was closing, and in March 2005, the New Silk Alley Market opened in a 

new five-floor mall with 1,500 stalls selling clothes, shoes, bags, and 

other goods. Opening day attracted 50,000 shoppers. Although vendors 
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were required to take an oath not to sell fakes, and a huge red banner 

over the main entrance proclaimed, "Protect Intellectual Property Rights 

and Promote Innovation and Development," visitors can still :find coun

terfeits for sale there (and elsewhere) without much dif:ficulty. Perhaps 

it's a :fitting tribute to the history of Silk Alley that its name remains so 

popular that some enterprising Chinese entrepreneurs even came out 

with a Silk Alley clothing line in time to take advantage of the millions 

of Olympic visitors. It would be supremely ironic if the brand became 

successful enough for others to counterfeit its products. 

Although open-air marketplaces overtly selling fakes to foreign 

tourists are now gone from cities such as Beijing and Shanghai, clos

ing them simply forced merchants to relocate and wholesalers to :find 

new ways to distribute their products. In Shanghai, for instance, some 

moved to Qipu Road, and the city government arranged for others to 

move to a cavernous subway station in Pudong, although a merchant 

told me during a 2009 visit that the move from the main tourist area 

had hurt his business. Major tourist thoroughfares such as Nanjing 

Road in Shanghai and Wangfujing in Beijing are crawling with young 

women stopping foreigners to show them photo album catalogs of 

pirated goods. Interested shoppers will have products brought to them 

or are led to nearby safe houses. In Shanghai in 2006, I followed one 

hawker from Nanjing Road doWn back alleyways to a living room piled 

high with handbags. Finally, Internet sites such a~ eBay and Taobao 

allow customers from around the world to shop, knowingly or not, for, 

fakes from the comfort of their own homes. 

The Market in Substandard Goods 

A lack of regulation and enforcement has allowed Chinese suppliers 

to produce products much more cheaply than in developed market 

economies, contributing to China's remarkable economic boom. Yet 
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the consequences are now making themselves felt worldwide, and 

nowhere with as tragic results as in China itself. A substandard com

puter part is more likely to be a hassle than a life-or-death issue. But 

Chinese markets buy and sell fakes of every conceivable type, even 

life-threatening ones. In the spring of 2004, China faced what became 

its biggest consumer scandal of the new millennium. The "big-head 

baby''. scandal broke with revelations that nationwide sales of substan

dard milk powder had contributed to disproportionately swollen heads 

and severe malnutrition in Chinese babies. The scandal centered 

around the city ofFuyang and the surrounding countryside in the east

ern province of Anhui, where thirteen inf ants, mostly between three 

and :five months old, died after consuming poor-quality milk powder 

purchased in rural markets. But the scandal was not limited to a single 

province. An investigative team identi:fied :6.fty-:6.ve low-quality milk 

powder brands sold in ten provinces and Beijing and Shanghai. More 

than two hundred inf ants across China suffered some of the symp

toms, including high fever, diarrhea, and nutritional de:ficiencies. 

The scandal shocked the nation, and not just the families of babies 

who receive breast milk substitutes. At over a billion tons a year, China 

is the world's largest consumer of powdered (dehydrated) milk. 

Chinese desire for milk, cheese, yogurt, and ice cream is propelling 

skyrocketing global demand for dairy products. Milk, not a part of 

traditional diets in East Asia, was introduced by Westerners in the 

early twentieth century. At the founding of the PRC, China had only 

120,000 dairy cows, a herd that increased to only half a million by 1978. 

But dairy consumption has exploded since the mid-1990s, despite pe

riodic tainted-milk scandals, becoming one of the fastest developing 

industries in China. The country now has 12 million dairy cows pro

ducing billions of dollars' worth ~f fresh milk each year. 

In recent decades, the consumption of milk and milk products 

(like so many other consumer products) has spread quickly across the 

entire social hierarchy. Middle-class consumers associate milk with 
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healthy and tall children, while poor female migrant laborers, forced 

to leave millions of children behind with grandparents, turn to pow

dered milk out of necessity. And the dairy industry expects continued 

rapid expansion. China raised its consumption of milk from under 

5 kilograms per person daily in the mid-1990s to 11 kilograms per 

person in a decade, still well below the rate in leading economies of 

258 kilograms and the global average of 93 kilograms. With govern

ment support, the Chinese are rapidly catching up. 

The big-head-baby formula scandal hurt the credibility and sales 

of domestic baby milk powder manufacturers and reinforced a bias 

for foreign brands, which Chinese presume to be of better, more reli

able quality. A sales assistant at Beijing's Wumart Supermarket esti

mated that sales of leading international brands such as U.S.-based 

Abbott Similac, Denmark-based Dumex, and the Swiss brand Nestle 

have more than doubled since the scandal. As one anxious father buy~ 

ing Similac infant milk powder explained, "My five-month-old son 

drinks four to five jars of milk powder a month, which costs at least six 

hundred yuan, and that is a lot of money for me. But I have to buy it 

because my wife doesn't trust any domestic brands after the fake milk 

powder scandal." It is a measure of Chinese consumers' mistrust of 

domestic regulations that although both domestic and international 

brands are subject to the same state standards, Chinese believe that 

the imports, which cost two to five times more, are somehow more 

nutritious. In reaction, domestic companies often select names such 

as "Australian Excellence" to suggest the brand is in fact imported. 

The Chinese government responded to consumer outrage with a 

high-profile crackdown, emphasizing the state's role as the consumer 

protector of last resort. During a rash of well-publicized raids, police 

confiscated one hundred thousand bags of milk powder and arrested 

nearly fifty people for manufacturing or retailing the adulterated pow

der. In Beijing, officials launched a ten-day campaign to eliminate 

low-quality and fake dairy products from store shelves, seizing more 
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than six thousand bags in just a few days, some of which contained less 

than a tenth of the required protein. A store owner in Fuyang, Li 

Xindao, was sentenced to eight years' imprisonment for peddling 

shoddy powder, the court concluding that its unusually low price 

should have alerted him that something was not right. Sha Changban, 

an unlicensed milk producer, was fined 50,000 yuan and sentenced to 

seven years for producing and selling unhygienic food, and his dis

tributors got sentences ranging from four to eight years. Two hundred 

officials were punished for dereliction of duty. 

Such dramatic crackdowns, however, miss larger forces at work. 

As Chinese society pushes people to rely on commercial products to 

fill new needs, consumer anxiety has increased. In this case, powdered 

milk fills a need created by women working outside the home for lon

ger hours and farther away. Many of the new for-profit hospitals in big 

cities such as Beijing, Shanghai, and Guangzhou allow formula milk 

producers to market directly to new mothers. High-pressure mar

keting even ~ccurs in what the Ministry of Health has designated as 

"baby-friendly hospitals," which are supposed to provide ,better ser

vice but are also increasingly financially dependent on baby food com

panies. A reporter for the Nanjing-basedJiangnan Times who posed 

as a would-be mother reported that doctors and nurses gave her leaf-

. lets and advised her on what brand of milk to use and found that doc-

tors promoting a particular brand earned as much as ten to thirty yuan 

for each tin of milk powder sold. All this even though China is a signa

tory to the World Health Organization's international code banning 

all advertising and promotion of breast milk substitutes, and despite 

a 1995 regulation mandating that doctors promote breast-feeding. In 

other words, sensible laws are in place but not enforced, except after 

a scandal breaks, and then only publicly and briefly. 

In the end, the number of children affected by the big-head-baby 

scandal is inestimable. In addition to those who died, many will suffer 

from deformities and other health problems that may not manifest 
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themselves for years or decades. Perhaps even sadder, it is unclear 

whether anything has actually changed. Many of the precipitating prob

lems are deeply woven into China's new society. Formula advertise

ments continue to undermine breast-feeding, migrant women workers 

continue to cut short their breast-feeding and leave their babies in the 

care of grandmothers, pseudoscience continues to promote the health 

benefits of milk substitutes, poor rural families continue to dilute costly 

formula with unclean water and remain reluctant to take sick babies to 

hospitals they cannot afford, and greedy companies and merchants con

tinue to try to make a quick buck by taking advantage of a weak regula

tory structure staffed with corrupt local officials. 

Shortly after the scandal, a CCTV network investigation found 

thirty-three of the blacklisted brands still available in J:4e local markets,. 

as there is no mechanism in place to enforce a recall or ensure quality 

standards. Not surprisingly, within a year another outbreak of big-head 

babies occurred in Hunan province. And in 2008, an even bigger milk 

and milk formula scandal occurred. This time the culprit was not the 

absence of protein but the presence of a dangerous chemical, melamine, 

which was added to poor-quality milk to make it appear to have more 

protein. The adulterated products poisoned an estimated three hun

dred thousand Chinese, hospitalized nearly a thousand infants, and 

killed six. 

Response to Poorly Made Products and Counterfeits 

To restore domestic and international confidence in Chinese goods, 

the government has engaged in a number of high-profile ref~rms 

and crackdowns. In response to U.S. and EU pressure, it periodically 

gets tough on counterfeiters by seizing millions of CDs, DVDs, and 

VCDs---often theatrically steamrolling the massive piles of contra-
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band. Between 2001 and 2005, for example, the national government 

claims to have seized 500 million pirated discs and to have dispatched 

thousands of agents to check CD and software dealers nationwide. In 

the summer of 2004 alone, Chinese authorities made 555,000 inspec

tions of audio-video businesses, confiscating 154 million DVDs and 

VCDs and impounding some 6.5 million fake foreign trademark la

bels and 10,000 machines for counterfeiting such labels. The govern

ment also established a hotline number-12315-for the public to 
report trademark violations. 

In the mid-1990s, with its WTO application hanging in the balance, 

China adopted another way to demonstrate that it was aggressively 

countering counterfeits and cracking down on intellectual property 

rights violations: officially encouraging consumers to defend their 

"rights" through a quasi-governmental organization, the China Con

sumers' Association (CCA). Founded in 1984, .CCA was viewed by the 

Communist Party as an opportunity to align itself and its image as "the 

defender of consumers" even as it sought to help Chinese companies 

survive foreign competition at home and maintain markets abroad by 

ensuring quality. In the 1990s important consumer protection laws were 

adopted by individual provinces-with penalties imposed for consumer 

fraud, contracts provided to renters, and exchange and refund policies 

ensured for consumers-followed by national laws regarding product 

quality (1993), unfair competition (1993), consumer protection (1994), 

and advertising (1995). Consumer is now a term that permeates the 

Chinese political vocabulary. 

The banner of consumer activism has allowed disgruntled Chinese 

to voice a much wider variety of social complaints as aggrieved "con

sumers" than they can as aggrieved "citizens." State-sponsored organi

zations such as CCA work to direct consumer interest away from 

politics and into learning about products. In consumer cultures such as 

the one emerging in China, a country.is populated by "consumers" 

149 



RS CHINA GOES, SO GOES THE WORLD 

focused on their own private choices and individual gains, such as what 

car to buy, rather than "citizens" concerned about the public good, such 

as whether creating a car culture and economy is better than investing 

in trains and public transportation. In this way, China is creating not 

only a consumer culture but consumer politics similar to America's. 

The CCA began modestly-just fifteen people and a tiny office 

without its own labs, lawyers, or large budget-but it quickly emerged 

as a national consumer protection organization of more than 3,000 

county-level consumer associations and 156,000 branches in villages, 

small towns, and cities, with some 27,000 full-time employees, 102,000 

council members, and 93,000 volunteers. CCA members come from 

government departments, social organizations, press circles, local and 

regional affiliates, and consumer representatives. Its responsibilities 

include providing consumer information, mediating consumer com

plaints, helping consumers file suits, and exposing and publicizing con

sumer fraud. 

In its first few years alone, the organization received some twenty 

thousand letters from angry consumers, which were often resolved 

by confronting manufacturers. Nearly two thirds of these qomplaints 

concerned electrical appliances, not surprising given the hug~ demand 

but uneven availability of television sets, refrigerators, and washing 

machines in the 1980s. By the end of 1996, the CCA had investigated 

nearly three million cases in a variety of areas, including poor quality 

goods, dishonest advertising, false labeling, overcharging, food poi

soning, wrongful body searches by store guards, and breaches of con

tract, and had recovered 1.29 billion yuan for consumers. The number 

of cases has grown exponentially; according to CCA statistics, by the 

end of 2004, the CCA had accepted more than eight million cases, 

settling 96 percent and recovering over 6 billion yuan. 

The CCA has promoted numerous activities to inculcate the no

tions of both consumer rights and responsibilities. Every March 15 

since 1986, the CCA has organized China's annual participation in World 
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Consumer Rights Day with street performances, exhibitions, and sym

posia. Like the mass mobilizations of earlier decades, these annual 

events are organized at national, regional, and local levels. For example, 

the CCA organizes educational events at companies and schools, set

ting up workshops to educate consumers on cortsumption-rel!lted is

sues. Each year, the CCA selects a consumer-related theme, such as the 

use of credit, rural consumption, consumer safety, or green consumer

ism. In 1991, consumer rights organizations in two thousand Chinese 

cities held activities designed to encourage consumers to join in efforts 

to improve product quality. As a result of these yearly campaigns, the 

date March 15 has been incorporated into the organization's emblem 

and is now a symbol for consumer protection; since 2000, it appears on 

product packaging as a guarantee of product and service quality. The 

CCA also has other outreach activities, such as China Consumer Re

ports magazine, which began as a monthly in 1994; modeled on the 

U.S. Consumer Reports and the UK Which?, it does not accept adver

tising and it conducts comparative product testing and investigations 

and issues consumer warnings. The organization also fields hundreds of 

thousands of calls on a consumer hotline established in 1999. 

· Government efforts to protect consumers have been joined by 

similar efforts by private individuals and groups. Perhaps the most 

notable of these is Wang Hai, whose crusade against counterfeits has . 

earned him considerable media attention and accolades as a "fake

fighting hero." In 1995, Wang, a high school dropout and salesman 

who had taken a legal correspondence course, used a little-known 

section of China's new consumer protection law, Clause 49, to demand 

compensation for. fake products. The clause stated that businesses 

committing fraud must compensate consumers with double the pur

chase price. Buying a pair of Sony earphones at a local department 

store that he knew were fakes, Wang sued and wo.n. For the next two 

years, he traveled the country buying fakes in bulk from retailers and 

manufacturers. Rarely seen or photographed without his trademark 
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dark sunglasses, which he claimed were to mask his identity from vin

dictive merchants, in 1997 he formed Beijing Dahai Consultants, 

which included a network of some two hundred undercover investiga

tors across China: Wang's much-publicized exploits have proven use

ful to Chinese and foreigners alike. The Chinese government and the 

official media, keen to demonstrate China's efforts to crack down on 

piracy, honored Wang as emblematic of its own periodic campaigns. 

Foreign governments, including the United States, have found ap

plauding the efforts of Wang Hai and other activists a convenient 

means of urging greater protection ofIPR throughout China; in 1998, 

Wang even met the visiting president Bill Clinton in Shanghai. 

Wang is, of course, the best brand for Dahai Consultants, which is 

just one of an increasing number of similar firms. Frustrated interna

tional and Chinese brand owners unwilling to wait for local authorities 

to get around to enforcing their rights have turned to private investi

gators. At least twenty counterfeit-busting detective companies now 

comb the Shanghai streets looking for pirated products. After identify

ing culprits and collecting evidence, they call. the Administration for 

Industry and Commerce to shut the business down. International own

ers of IPR have also formed a trade association to promote their com

mon interests and help the Chinese government enforce the law. The 

first was the Anti-Counterfeiting Coalition (ACC), founded in 1998 and 

reorganized and expanded to more than 120 companies in 2000 as the 

Quality Brand Protection Committee (QBPC), which is a unit of the 

China Association of Enterprises with Foreign Investment (CAEFI). 

Shanzhai Culture 

A recent manifestation of this hybrid consumer culture permeated 

with fakes is a cultural phenomenon known as shanzhai, from a term 
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originally referring to a remote mountain stronghold beyond the reach 

of the government, where bandits (or, in this case, underground fac

tories) could hide from .the authorities. First applied to countetleit 

consumer electronics such as cell phones and laptops with names 

nearly identical to their originals ( Sumsung for Samsung and N ckia or 

N okir for Nokia), the term has become a popular way ,to describe any

thing that is unofficial and unregulated, even celebrity look-alikes. 

There are, for instance, professional imitators for nearly every Chinese 

pop star, including three shanzhai Jackie Chans, and instant parodies 

of successful TV series, including Ugly Wudi (for Ugly Betty) and 

Number One Prison of the Orient (for Prison Break). 

Although shanzhai products resemble their well-Jmown counter

parts in appearance and name, they are not passed off as fakes but 

offered as imitations of famous brands that provide significantly lower 

prices and sometimes more features. In many cases, shanzhai prod

ucts are sold openly, even through late-night television ads promising 

equivalent quality at a third to a tenth of the original's cost. Some ads 

go a step further and suggest that buying Chinese shanzhai products 

is patriotic-consumers may gain the benefits and pleasures of for

eign brands without providing profits to foreign companies. Take cell 

phones, perhaps the most commonly sold shanzhai product. The Apple 

King brand shanzhai cell phone imitates the appearance and perfor

mance of the Apple iPhone but costs 499 yuan rather than 4,000~ Al

though shanzhai cell phones have been around for only a few years, 

they have already captured an estimated fifth of the Chinese market 

and are quickly spreading abroad. Such products therefore are pro

viding the growing consumer base of less affluent Chinese with access 

to otherwise unattainable luxury products. As a twenty-five-year-old 

salesman from Shanghai said of his purchases of a shanzhai phone, 

MP3 player, and watch, ''They were usable and cheap. They look ex

actly like real ones and make me cool. That's enough for me." 
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The shanzhai phenomenon also enables smaller Chinese manu

facturers to experiment with brm1ding products higher up the value

added chain without having to pay value-added taxes or comply with 

costly regulations, thereby creating an intermediary zone between 

simply producing licensed products for a brand owner (such as a Chi

nese manufacturer making Nokia phones) and developing their own 

brands (as with the regulated Chinese cell phone maker Bird). In the 

case of cell phones, a Taiwanese chip manufacturer, MediaTek, made 

the small-scale production of customized phones easier, allowing nim

ble underground factories to imitate stylish brands and even respond 

to the market by adding'features, blurring the line between imitating 

and originating. They have also benefited from policy changes such as 

the deregulation of phone manufacturing by discontinuing requiring 

a license to manufacture them. In any case, these products are eating 

into the profitability of established brands and forcing them to lower 

their prices and profits, especially the mid-tier Chinese brands aimed 

at those who cannot afford the more expensive foreign brands. 

Considering these benefits for many Chinese producers and con

sumers, it is little wonder that shanzhai culture has gained a level of 

social acceptance not accorded outright counterfeits. Many see it as a 

creative appropriation of technology in response to "grassroots cul

ture," especially when it involves tinkering with the original to add 

features demanded by Chinese consumers, such as dual-mode SIM 

cards to allow two phone nu~bers, firewalls to block incoming calls 

from anyone on your blacklist, analog TV-watching capabilities, theft 

deterrent, and solar batteries. Such localization, and the fact that 

shanzhai products sometimes outperform the originals, makes civic

minded consumers more comfortable with violating the intell~ctual 

property rights of multinationals. As in English, the Chinese terms for 

"pirated" (daoban) and "counterfeited" (jiahuo) have negative conno

tations, implying stealing and inauthenticity. As one twentysomething 
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female friend explained to me, "I feel 'counterfeit' is a negative word 

and so buying 'counterfeits' is shameful. But shanzhai to me sounds 

cute, creative, and interesting." Some go so far as to see shanzhai 

products as a form of popular consumer resistance to elite culture and 

elite monopolization of expensive brands enjoyed by a small fraction 
of the population. 

At the same time, many things about shanzhai make the govern

ment, business leaders, and consumers nervous. According to a survey 

by the Shenzhen Mobile Communication Association, by 2008 there 

were at least ten thousand shanzhai companies in China churning out 

more than ninety million electronic products. As with the counterfeit 

industry, shanzhai manufacturers have become a huge vested interest of 

their own, employing 2 to 3 million people. There are also safety con

cerns with shanzhai products, which the Chinese Consumers' Association 

calls "three withouts" because they lack a production date, certification, 

or named manufacturer, making it impossible to monitor or enforce 

cornpliance with safety regulations. In the case of cell phones, the CCA 

warns of dangers such as inferior batteries that may fail or even ex

plode and the difficulty of identifying the responsible defect or culprit. 

But judging by market share, clearly many consumers are willing to 
take such risks to have access to more stylish products. 

If global consumers are concerned about the safety of such Chinese 

imports as toys, paint, and drywall, imagine what it's like to be a con

sumer in China, where the authenticity and quality of everything in 

your life is suspect: the food you eat, the water you drink, the pills you 

put in your body, the building you live in, the computer you use, the 

airplane you fly in-right down to the "Mont Blanc" pen you may use, 

say, to write a book manuscript. The uncertainty created by Chinese 

counterfeits is making consumer life in China unpredictable and 
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tainting the "Made in China" label or "Brand China," even for inter

national brands manufactured in China. At the same time, counterfeits 

and imitations are allowing more Chinese consumers to enjoy the 

fruits of industrialization without the expense of high-end brands, fur

ther consolidating the creation and spread of a consumer culture in 

the world's most populous nation. The standard line among interna

tional interests with the most to gain from access to that burgeoning 

market is that as China comes to own more IPR of its own, it will have 

a greater vested interest in protecting everyone's IPR. That explana

tion, however, assumes a massive state capacity to protect IPR that 

China may not have, doubly so if production technology is sufficiently 

diffused and if local governments have an economic and' therefore 

political stake in unregulated production. In the end, consumer desire 

and local unemployment may pose a more serious threat to Chinese 

leaders than New York lawyers. 
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Before the Communist Revolution of 1949, rich Chinese families

like their counterparts in the West-had for centuries hired poorer 

women to breast-feed their babies. During the Maoist era, however, 
I 

the Communists declared the buying and selling of lactation exploit-

ative, and it largely disappeared. Thus it created quite a stir in 2006 

when twenty-four-year-old Xiong Baoxia agreed to stop nursing her 

own five-month-old son and became the first openly marketed wet 

nurse in Shenzhen, across the border from Hong Kong. (A company 

in the eastern city of Yangzhou had previously tried to market such 

services, but had backed down after intensive media criticism for sell

ing an immoral practice.) As Xiong saw it, "There is nothing wrong 

with getting paid by offering a service; it is just the same as other 

jobs." Her husband supported her decision, saying she was doing it for 

their son. Xiong was a migrant worker from the poorer province of 

Jiangxi, where jobs were in short supply. The company training and 

marketing her as a wet nurse, Shenzhen Zhongjia Household Services, 

reported that she would earn mom than 2,000 yuan a month, signifi

cantly higher than the average of 800 yuan earned by conventional 

nannies in Shenzhen. In Beijing, wet nurses may earn four times as 
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much. After yet another baby formula scandal in the summer of 2008, 

one that seriously undermined public confidence in the reliability of 

infant formula, prices for wet-nurse milk skyrocketed, and lactation 

entrepreneurs popped up throughout the country. 

This is only one example of the ways in which what Chinese have 

seen as fit to market has changed dramatically over the past century. 

During the Mao era, Chinese leaders attempted to eliminate markets 

in general, and extremely exploitative markets in particular, making it 

difficult or impossible, for example, to hire the services of a wet nurse, 

buy a bride, or sell a child. But as the state withdrew from most areas 

of private life and started creating new market incentives following 

the rise of Deng Xiaoping in 1978, China soon witnessed the return 

of pre-Communist markets for seemingly anything that one could buy 

and sell. What this chapter refers to as China's extreme markets prove 

the universal .and uncomfortable truth that. there is no pale beyond 

which unchecked or unenforceable markets will not go, including the 

sale of infants, wives, sex slaves, human hearts; and endangered species. 

These extreme markets also illustrate once again how, once unleashed 

and prodded into action, Chinese consumers and consumer markets 

have unintended consequences that resist control, by China or other 

nations that benefit from them. For as this chapter will show, although 

such markets have deep roots in Chinese culture, they could not thrive 

without the complicity of international markets and consumers. 

The Market Value of Girls 

Cultural and economic forces in China have long made sons far more 

valuable to families than daughters. In the traditional Chinese house

hold, when a daughter "married out" of her birth family, she became 

part of her husband's. This represented a real transfer of wealth: a 
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daughter ceased being her father's property, becoming instead her 

husband's. Consequently, daughters were liabilities for the families 

that raised them, while sons were assets. Sons and their wives were 

expected not only to share the work of the family but to care for el

derly parents. For several thousand years, Confucianism thus promul

gated the idea that failing to have a male heir was the most unfilial act. 

The resulting preference for male children was further heightened by 

China's One Child Policy, introduced .in 1979 to counteract the eco

nomic pressures of uncontrolled population growth. Under this policy 

the Chinese government began penalizing families for having more 

than one child, a policy that, when enforced, gave couples only a single 

chance to secure a male heir and thereby a caretaker in their old age, 

which took on renewed importance with .the collapse of state-provided 

health care and retirement benefits. As boys became even more desir

able and girls less so, female infanticide, long a way to dispose of un

wanted girls, rose precipitously. When ultrasound scanning became 

mdre widely available in the 1980s and provided parents with a reli

able and inexpensive way to determine the sex of fetuses, tens of mil

lions of Asian parents elected to abort female fetuses. Even though 

China banned ultrasound testing in an effort to stop sex-selective abor

tion in 2004, the market soon provided a growing number of for-profit 

"maternity clinics" and back-alley stalls performing the tests for only a 

few dollars and offering abortions for $15 to $120. The result has been 

an alarming gender imbalance in China, which now has about 120 boys 

for every 100 girls, rising to 144 to 100 in some areas. Moreover, there 

are 152 male second children for every 100 females. And of the girls 

who are born, across the country a disturbing number are being aban

doned, becoming wards of the state in Chinese orphanages. 

Since the early 1980s, however, thanks to the desire for babies 

elsewhere, Chinese baby girls have become a valuable international 

product. In the 1990s, the increasing availability of contraceptives and 
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abortion and an increasing acceptance of single mothers in the United 

States meant that millions of American couples with infertility prob

lems were confronted with a declining number of American babies 

available for adoption. Even when available, an American baby could 

easily cost more than $30,000 in adoption fees. Thus American cou

ples increasingly began to look abro~d for children to adopt, and by 

2000, American couples were importing 20,000 children per year 

from Asia and Central and Eastern Europe. Between 1991, when 

China began to liberalize its adoption laws to address the growing 

number of abandoned girls, and 2005, China became the world's pri

mary supplier of adopted children, sending more than 62,000 to the 

·United States and another 10,000 to other countries. Between 1991 

and 1992, the number of Chinese children adopted by Americans 

rose from a mere 61 to 206, and by 2005 the United States granted 

nearly 8,000 orphan visas for Chinese children, who made up a third 

of all foreign adoptions. Of_ these, 95 percent were girls. Assuming 

that each adopting family paid a rough average of about $15,000 to 

$20,000 for the entire process, Americans paid Chinese orphanages 

$24 million in 2005 alone. 
The baby adoption market has also spawned an entire consumer 

industry in China. Travel agencies shuttle adopting foreign families to 

sightseeing spots in Beijing, then on to the pr~vinces handling inter

n~tional adoptions. Five-star hotels in cities across China have be

come hubs for foreigners with new Chinese babies. The best known 

of these is the White Swan Hotel in Guangzhou, whose rooms, lob

bies, and elevators are regularly filled with multiethnic families wait

ing to obtain U.S. visas for their new babies. The surrounding streets 

are lined with shops selling silk infant clothing and renting strollers. 

Each family staying at the hotel receives a special "Going Home 

Barbie Doll," the iconic blond-haired and blue-eyed plastic figure 

holding a Chinese baby. 
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The surplus of mostly girl babies in China has served multiple 

American markets, including career women, affluent single people, 

and homosexual couples. (A fifth of all adopted Chinese babies go to 

New York State, and the highest concentration of these to New York 

City's Upper West Side, which has a high percentage of people in all 

three categories.) In 2006, however, waiting lists of up to two years, 

bad press, and abuse led Chinese authorities to introduce new rules 

that excluded homosexual couples, older couples, the obese, those 

medicated for depression, and families with a net worth of under 

$80,000. Since then, the number of imported Chinese babies has been 

halved to under four thousand a year. But China is not the only sup

plier. Americans have returned to South Korea, which remruns a leader 

in international adoptions, and are also adopting babies from Guate-

. mala, which in 2008 replaced China as the number one exporter, not 

to mention Russia, Ethiopia, the Ukraine, Kazakhstan, and India. The 

baby export industry may soon follow the example of shoe manufac

turers and shift to less expensive, less regulated labor markets in 

places such as Vietnam. 

This legal international market is partially an outgrowth of a do

mestic black market in babies serving Chinese c~stomers. Because 

orphanages impose age and residency restrictions on domestic adop

tions, buying a baby and legalizing the adoption process with bribes is 

often more convenient and less expensive than facing fines imposed 

under the One Child Policy. The international adoption programs . 

have skewed the domestic market, however, especially after 2001, 

when the China Center of Adoption Affairs ( CCAA, established 1996) 

ended its restrictions on the number of international adoptions and 

when orphanage directors began to recognize the high international 

market value of each adoptee. A few orphanages began to make hun

dreds of thousands of dollars through mandatory $3,000 "donations" 

from adoptive parents. To generate more supply, some orphanages 
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began to buy babies from surrounding orphanages that were not en

gaged in international sales. The market value even tempted a few 

orphanage directors to pay for abducted infants. 

Stolen babies are worth enough for some to risk the penalties. Ac

cording to the confessions of baby abductors, one can earn $36 to $60 

per child, in a country with an average income of approximately $100 

a month. Middlemen sell children to. orphanages for $400 or more. 

The baby market is carefully calibrated: the end purchaser pays some 

$1,200 for "substandard goods" (girls) and over $2,000 for "quality 

goods" (boys). Likewise, healthy babies fetch more than unhealthy 

ones. (This is true even in legal adoptions; one American friend jok

ingly referred to her Chinese adoptee as a "half-price" baby because 

he was older and had special needs.) In another sign of a maturing mar

ket, organized gangs are replacing family rings and freelancers in the . -

child theft business. In 2006, for instance, dang Guihong, a fifty-six

year-old woman who claimed to find homes for abandoned infants, 

was sentenced to fifteen years in prison for leading a gang that had 

sold seventy-eight infants in 2005. alone. As with other markets, those 

engaged in adoptions and baby trafficking have begun utilizing the 

Internet. Babies have even been offered for auction on eBay's Chi

nese website; EachNet, with an asking price of 28,000 yuan ($3,450) 

for boys and 13,000 yuan ($1,603) for girls. 
The exact size of this illegal market is unclear. From 1980 to 1999, 

Chinese police reported that more than 10,000 children were abducted 

and sold for illegal adoption, an estimate that is probably low. In 2004 

alone, authorities rescued 3,488 abducted babies, considered only a 

small fraction of those stolen. Chinese media routinely include news 

stories on the arrests of child traffickers. In 2005, police busted a ring 

of 27 traffickers who since 2002 had abducted or bought some 1,000 

children and sold them to orphanages in Hunan province for $400 to 

$538 each. Unsuspecting American families then made mandatory con-
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tributions of $.~,000 per baby, the highest of the many fees involved to 

adopt these children. As with other illegal market activities, local offi

cials were often complicit, and defense attorneys argued that the babies 

were abandoned. Heads of orphanages have tried to cover their tracks 

with forged reports confirming abandonment, as China has strict regu

lations to avoid baby selling and Western countries refuse to permit 

adoptions through baby selling. Given the lucrative market incentives, 

however, the practice is all but impossible to stop. For example, in 2005 

the Hengyang orphanage in Hunan province, a major provider of chil

dren for Americans, was caught buying babies, leaving adoptive par

ents uncertain if they had adopted a stolen baby rather than rescued an 

impoverished orphan. 

As with its other extreme markets, China often gets bad interna

tional press about its adoption market, which puts pressure on officials 

to impose restrictions, make arrests, and pass laws prohibiting baby 

buying and forbidding the resale of purchased babies on international 

markets. Parents of the missing.say the state should also work to elimi

nate the market by severely punishing those who buy children. But 

lackof enforcement is a consistent problem with the regulation of all 

Chinese markets. While baby buyers, for instance, are subject to a 

three-year jail sentence, few ever see the inside of a cell. 

Another illegal domestic market is in children who· are abducted 

or even sold by their parents and forced to become beggars, thieves, 

child brides, caregivers for the elderly, or sex workers. The mass 

migration of several hundred million Chinese from the countryside to 

cities since the start of the Reform Era, the largest migration in human 

history, makes estimates of such "missing" children difficult. But the 

international charity Save the Children estimates that in China's Xin

jiang region alone, tens of thousands of boys have been bought or 

kidnapped by gangs and forced to work as pickpockets in China's east

ern cities, with the Chinese authorities rescuing three thousand be-
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tween 2006 and 200_8. The chil9ren of desperately· poor migrant 

workers in big cities are easy targets, with urban police often ignor

ing the complaints of parents with missing children. Perhaps the most 

shameful new entrepreneurs in this new domestic market are con art

ists who, claiming to have seen a lost child, offer to track him down for 

an advance fee. 
The unintended gender imbalance partially caused by China's One 

Child Policy has led to the creation of another extreme market in China: 

brides for all those favored sons wanting to produce their own male 

heirs. Until the 1940s, marriage by abduction or "seizing the bride" 

(qiangqin) was common in parts of China. The buying and selling of 

women in pre-Communist China was sometimes a socially accepted 

way for the rural poor to sidestep the expensive dowry/bride price 

system, often after secret negotiations with the girls' parents. It was 

also considered more acceptable to abduct certain women than others, 

such as widows of reproductive age. Likewise, pre-Communist times 

also saw sophisticated kidnapping gangs that would steal girls from 

impoverished families and sell them as concubines and slaves in other 

provinces. And desperate families might sell their own daughters a.lld 

even wives as brides and maids. 
This illegal practice is again on the rise, judging from widespread 

stories of young women being bribed into marriage or even kidnapped, 

including women from surrounding less prosperous countries such as 

North Korea or Vietnam. While it is difficult to assess the size of this 

market, according to Chinese police statistics, some 360,000 women 

and children were sold in the bridal trade from 1995 to 2000. Accord

ing to their own statistics, in 1990-91 Chinese police apprehended 

65,236 persons for participating in female trafficking. The scale of this 

practice continues to rise, even as the average age of the trafficked girls 

has fallen into the te~ns. Periodic high-profile cases confirm that the 

problem remains acute. In 2002, for instance, a Guangxi farmer was 
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executed for abducting and selling more than 100 women for $120 to 

$360 each. And in the province of Inner Mongolia, another sold 112 

women for prices ranging from 3,000 to 8,000 yuan. 

The market in brides, like so many other markets that had been 

suppressed under Mao, has now reached new extremes with interna

tional and regional dimensions. Other Asian countries are facing simi

lar demographic problems. For every 100 girls, Taiwanese give birth 

to 119 boys; Singaporeans, 118 boys; al).d South Koreans, 112 boys. 

Wealthier countries such as Japan have turned to China to resolve 

their bride shortage, buying Chinese wives and creating entire indus

tries. The New York Times reporter Seth Faison found dozens of 

agencies brokering marriages between Japanese men and Chinese 

wives. These marriages are overtly commercial transactions, such as 

the case of one Osaka-based Japanese customer, Hitoro, who selected 

his wife from photo albums and paid $20,000. When he arrived in 

Shanghai, the potential bride demanded an extra $5,000, which Hitoro 

refused to pay. The brokers, anxious to seal the deal, scrambled and, 

within a gay, found another woman willing to marry a stranger with 

whom she could not even converse. Although Hitoro had hoped they 

might use English as a lingua franca, the new bride, a retired prosti

tute, claimed that she knew only two English phrases: "I love you" and 

"I am a virgin." 

This demand for wives has also led to the development of a submar

ket in virgin brides, who can draw a pre_mium. In the past few years, 

Chinese newspapers have carried hundreds of advertisements placed 

by wealthy bachelors seeking virgin brides. In one case, an advertise

ment by a supposed billionaire (in yuan) drew six hundred applications. 

The phenomenon got the attention of the highly regarded Chinese 

newspaper Nanfang Weekend, which published a report on billion

aires seeking brides that sparked a heated onli~e discussion, espe

cially over one woman's comment that "Isn't the purpose of saving our 
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virginity to get a good price?" Many readers labeled her a prostitute, 

while others mocked the billionaire for thinking he'd find an honest 

bride this way. 
The irony is that cultural preferences and, indirectly, political 

policies have created a shortage of brides to marry the next generation 

of baby boys. There are at least some initial indications that this short

age may provide its oWn solution by raising the market value-and 

correspondingly the social value-of baby girls. One ~onders, how

ever, about the fate of the forty million (and counting) frustrated 

bachelors who won't benefit in time from the "market correction." 

The Sex Trade 

The lack of brides, combined with China's hundreds of millions of men 

of all ages with increased disposable income, has, perhaps not surpris

ingly, created a huge market incentive for organized criminal networks 

to build a massive brothel industry. Again we can see that while im

personal market forces can create new opportunities for some con

sumers, they can also lead to sharpened inequalities. In China these 

inequalities have both class and regional dimensions, as men in rich 

coastal regions, where the gender imbalance is often the worst, are 

more likely to be able to afford to pay for sex, wives, children, and 

mistresses. Nonetheless, markets can also provide opportunities for 

those at the bottom of the socioeconomic ladder. While migrant male 

laborers in cities may not be able to afford girlfri~nds, much less 

wives, the market allows them to buy sex. Nevertheless, the inability 

of China's market econo~y to supply wives and progeny to this new 

underclass of frustrated bachelors, which Beijing estimates will reach 

thirty million by 2020, may come to pose a serious political threat to 

its leaders. 
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The shortage of women and the demand for paid sex underscores 

the difficulty China's government faces when cracking down on so

cially dubious markets. After all, how willing (or even able) would the 

Chinese government be to restrict male access to sex by enforcing a 

ban on prostitution? Indeed, one convicted trafficker of women 

claimed that he was doing the Chinese government a favor by balancing 

"the yin and yang'' (feminine and masculine) by moving women from 

Sichuan province to points north, where there are too many bachelors 

chasing too few brides. He argued that he was "just trying to supply 

what the market needs" with an activity that "helps dissolve young 

guys' sexual tension." 

The market for various types of sexual services would probably 

not be possible without the sexual revolution that has been under way 

in China over the past couple of decades. As perhaps best symbolized 

by the shift in young urban Chinese women's clothing from baggy 

Mao suits to revealing designer dresses, sex has gone from being invis

ible to being ubiquitous. Before the Reform Era, there were few pri

vate, unmonitored spaces such as hotels or MTV bars for couples to 

meet, and public spaces were open and crowded. (When I studied at 

Beijing University, on any given evening lovers occupied every avail

able cluster of bushes surrounding the lake at the center of the cam

pus.) In short, it was difficult to have sex outside of marriage. And 

given the shortage of housing, and the fact that couples needed offi

cial permission to marry, even married sex wasn't much more avail

able. As with so many other changes during the Reform Era, the shift 

from suppressed to widespread sexual activity has bE)en rapid. In the 

1980s, the vast majority of Beijing residents who got married were 

virgins, but by 2005, researchers had found that 70 percent reported 

having sex before tying the knot, often with more than one partner. 

Over the same period, the average age of the first sexual experience of 

people in China's seven largest cities dropped from twenty-four to 
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seventeen. The abortion business is up for single women, who over 

the past ten years have surpassed married women as the primary cus

tomers at health clinics. Popular attitudes affirm these changes: a Chi

nese magazine poll found that one third of Chinese under the age of 

twenty-six did not object to extramarital affairs, and the vast majority 

thought premarital sex was not immoral. 

And sex, of course, sells. So it is no surprise that the sexual refer

ences central to the marketing of products in modern consumer cul

tures have now pervaded China. Rare in the Maoist era, they are now 

omnipresent on Chinese billboards, magazines, and movies and in 

women's fashion, especially in urban settings. Indeed, such references 

appear to have become iconic of what it means to live in modern 

times, a way of contrasting up-to-date urban life with a sexually puri

tanical, old-fashioned, and backward past of the countryside. New 

industries popularizing and catering to sex have spread across the 

country, and lingerie boutiques are now common sights in big cities. 

After decades of supplying the globe's adult sex toys, China now has 

its own domestic market, including Guangzh~u's hugely popular an

nual Sex Culture Festival, which was launched in 2003. Sixty thou

sand mostly middle-aged men attended the opening day of the 2009 

festival, which included guest appearances by Japanese porn stars. 

Likewise, the southwest city of Chongqing is home to Love Land, the 

country's first theme park devoted to sex (inspired by a similar park in 

South Korea), which includes displays of giant genitalia and naked 

humans. 

The new acceptance and popularity of sex has not entirely erased 

traditional attitudes toward premarital sex, however, which has created 

a market premium for women who are virgins and a corresponding 

industry for manufacturing what we might term "fake virgins," created 

with hymen repair surgery. For-profit hospitals and clinics do a brisk 

business, and because the procedure is simple, even cosmeticians and 
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underground doctors perform it in under an hour for a few thousand 

yuan. In 2005, one doctor who had been performing the service since 

1997 estimated he had made at least one thousand "repairs" to women, 

some as young as sixteen. This "re-created virgin" industry began in 

Beijing and Shanghai and has spread to cities across China. Huge 

profits are being made, and some entrepreneurs have tried to under

cut the surgery business by manufacturing "artificial virginal hymen" 

inserts. Many Chinese women visiting public restrooms in cities today 

can expect to find advertisements reading "Get your Virginity Back for 

260 RMB!" and "Your unspeakable secret will be erased!" In Shanghai, 

I visited a high-end sex shop that was selling (for 136 yuan) a pair of 

fake hymen implants imported from Japan that released a red liquid 

upon penetration. According to the proprietor, the product was espe

cially popular among sex workers, who charged clients extra for the 

experience. 

In addition to making representations of sex ubiquitous in Chi

nese cities, markets have also created opportunities for paid sex in all 

manner oflocations. There are opportunities to buy sexual services at 

hostess bars, from escorts, in massage parlors, at "barbershops," in 

karaoke clubs, and, most notoriously, in hotels. (Ask any experienced 

male traveler to China about the late-night calls inquiring if he needs 

any "assistance.") Indeed, China now has the largest commercial sex 

workforce in the world. It is estimated that some ten million women 

and men work in the industry-three hundred thou,sand of these in 

Beijing alone. Rather than trying to shut it down, some local govern

ments have moved to legalize it. When the northeastern city of Shen

yang began laying off tens of thousands of workers from state-owned 

enterprises in the late 1990s, for instance, the city legalized prostitution 

to offset some of the layoffs and levied a 30 percent tax on the sex trade's 

five thousand "places of entertainment." The policy was so successful 

that other cities soon followed suit. And like so many Reform Era mar-
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kets that have spread and evolved in unpredictable ways, once con

sumer demands are both met .and legitimated, and the state's endless 

need for new revenue sources identified, the market is hard to elimi

nate. Once you can buy a Polo shirt, eat fast food with disposable 

chopsticks, knock back a couple of cognacs, and then buy a real or 

fake virgin for an hour-taxes included at each step-it's very hard to 

take the choice away. 

Like the marriage market, the prostitution market also reflects a 

preference for virgins. A recent scandal broke in the Henan provincial 

city of Nan yang, for instance, when the parents of two teenage school 

girls noticed that their daughters were wearing new dresses and had 

more spending money. When the girls confessed that they had obtained 

the money by selling their virginity to a middle-aged man, Deng Jun, 

investigators found ten other girls who had done the same and de

tained another three girls who, after selling their own virginity, had 

made more money recruiting other virgins for Deng. The incidents 

had gone undiscovered for so long because most of the girls' parents 

were off working as migrant laborers in big cities. 

Although sex workers are overwhelmingly female, young men 

known as yazi, or "ducks," also sell themselves to bored housewives 

whose husbands often have mistresses and to female sex workers. 

Recognizable by their tight-fitting clothing, designer sunglasses, and, 

originally, red socks that made their legs resemble those of ducks, 

they congregate in bars where their work is similar to that of host

esses: chat, pour drinks, play dice, flirt, and maybe more. In Beijing, 

many of these young men come from China's rust belt in Manchuria, 

where unemployment is high and men are often taller-a trait many 

Chinese consider attractive. In Shenzhen, the city with the most male 

sex workers and where male prostitution as a profession first emerged 

in the mid-1990s, four-fifths of the customers were found to. be lower

middle-class women visiting on holidays from Hong Kong or Taiwan. 
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One twenty-six-year-old woman described a same-aged friend's atti

tude toward hiring prostitutes: "She's bored of sex with her husband, 

so she spends his money sleeping with yazi. It's very normal. It's not 

cheating, because it has nothing to do with love; I can easily separate 

sex and love. I just do it for the sex." 

Of course, sex work has nothing to do with love on the part of the 

sex workers, either; overwhelmingly, they are driven into the trade by 

economic desperation or coercion. Although "ducks" may experience 

less direct physical threat or violence than their female counterparts, 

they also report the common feeling of objectification and the as

sumption by their customers that once a fee is paid, a customer has 

. unhindered access to a worker's body. As one duck put it, any demur 

from him draws a common refrain from women: 'What sort of object 

are you? I've given you money and want you to do something, so you 

had better do it." Beijing police have now begun to take notice of 

places peddling male prostitutes. On their first raid of a male escort 

nightclub in the spring of 2006, they found ninety-eight escorts enter

taining several dozen female "guests." 

The Chinese sex trade has also expanded beyond domestic con

sumption and supply and become part of an international market. 

China now both exports women and girls to work as sex slaves and 

imports them from Mongolia, Nepal, North Korea, and Vietnam. In

deed, China appears to be on the verge of replacing Thailand as the 

regional human trafficking hub. According to the U.S. State Depart

ment's Office to Monitor and Combat Trafficking in Persons, hundreds 

of thousands of North Korean refugees fleeing famine are ending up 

in China, sold either as prostitutes or as brides to poor farmers. 

Girls are trafficked out of China primarily to Malaysia, Singapore, 

Taiwan, and Thailand. In Malaysia, rich married businessmen, as in

dividuals or as members of clubs, visit Chines·e women, often held 

against their will, in luxury condominiums in the afternoon to drink, 
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eat, and have sex. In other cases, these women are escorted to homes. 

Known as "noon brides," the Chinese women are lured from the 

countryside with promises of office work. In Malaysia, the male con

sumers' shift in preference from Thai to Chinese girls is partially the 

result of changing consumer preferences and the mistaken assump

tion that Chinese women are less likely to carry HIV The market is 

also facilitated by a growing Malaysian interest in all things Chinese 

and the massive increase in other forms of contact between the two 

countries, including business, education, and tourism. Crime syndi

cates import thousands of young Chinese women on student visas, 

register them at schools, and then farm them out to work in the sex 

and service industries. 

Organ Sales and Medical Tourism 

The extreme market most often decried in the West is that for body 

parts, such as kidneys, livers, corneas, and pancreases. Although an 

estimated two million Chinese patients are in need of organ trans

plants, the majority of the twenty thousand or so performed each year 

in China involve foreign patients. Over the past decade, China has 

become a popular destination for medical tourists seeking treatments 

either unavailable or unaffordable in their own countries. While Ko

reans, Japanese, and Taiwanese flock to China for such treatments, 

customers also come from Europe and the United States. A salesper

son for China International Transplantation Network Assistance Cen

ter, or CITNAC, a Shenyang-based subsidiary of a Japanese firm that 

matches Japanese customers with Chinese organs, acknowledged that 

"there are so many Japanese people coming to China to get trans

plants we cannot keep up. Please do not encourage the French to 

come here!" Such transplants are pricey: $30,000 for a cornea, $62,000 
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for a kidney, $100,000 for a liver, between $150,000 and $160,000 for 

a heart, and $170,000 for a pancreas. Foreigners are not the only cus

tomers: high demand within China and a shortage of donors has also 

created a black market that allows wealthy Chinese to buy organs. In 

2004, for instance, the popular comedian Fu Biao bought an executed 

prisoner's liver for 300,000 yuan. 

After the United States, China has become the world's second 

largest provider of organ transplants. This raises the question of how a 

country that did not introduce a system of voluntary donor cards until 

2009, and in which many Chinese hold traditional religious beliefs that 

require an intact body in the afterlife, manages to find sufficient organs 

to offer them to foreign buyers. One source long rum()red and finally 

confirmed by the government was executed prisoners, who account for 

at least 65 percent of organ donors. China does not disclose the num

ber of executions, but estimates by international observers range from 

a few thousand to ten thousand yearly. (By contrast, the United States 

ha!S executed a total of 1,188 prisoners since the death penalty was re

instituted in 1976.) Whatever the number, China harvests an estimated 

3,200 organs annually from executed prisoners. 

Until recently, officials routinely denied that such a market in 

prisoner organs existed, despite an availability that seemingly paral

leled execution schedules. For instance, Chines.e customs require the 

government to show mercy at Lunar New Year, a time of renewal, by 

limiting executions, making organ supplies greater in the weeks that 

precede it than during the rest of the year. In 2006, an official at the 

Number One Central Hospital in Tianjin admitted to an undercover 

BBC reporter that the liver for sale came from a prisoner, but reas

sured him that it was donated voluntarily as a "present to society." 

As China became more sensitive to its international image in the 

several years preceding the Beijing Olympics, the Chinese govern

ment changed its official line about prisoner donors and tried to bet-
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ter regulate the market. In 2006, it finally acknowledged the use of 

prisoner donors and cracked down on organ trafficking, issuing new 

rules to ensure that written consent was obtained from donors and 

requiring the licensing of hospitals permitted to perform transplants. 

Authorities also banned the sale of organs from corpses donated for 

medical research, limited the types of institutions allowed to accept 

corpses, and regulated the international transport of corpses. That 

year they also banned exports and stopped giving preference to for

eigners on organ lists. 

Since then, fewer executions and the new regulations on harvest

ing organs from executed prisoners have created acute market short

ages for organs inside China and abroad. Consequently, demand has 

pushed up prices everywhere. The price for a kidney in South Korea, 

where more than ten thousand people are waiting for transplants, 

shot up from $27,000 to $37,000 immediately after the Chinese ban. 

In wealthy countries, there's only one kidney for every ten people on 

the waiting list, which fuels international demand. With prices high 

and supplies increasingly regulated, the black market of individuals 

willing to sell a kidney continues to develop. 

Areas in and around hospitals in China openly advertise organ 

purchases and sales. Those advertising this controversial service have 

to strike a delicate balance, claiming to sell fresh organs free of com

municable diseases such as HIV while simultaneously reassuring con

sumers that such organs were ethically obtained. In short, they need . 

to make such consumption palatable. So while one website reassured 

potential clients that organs came from prisoners awaiting execution, 

it simultaneously reassured customers that prisoners' families re

ceived a donation and that advanced screening and blood tests would 

be used to avoid communicable diseases and ensure excellent matches. 

As with traded commodities in most extreme markets, however, con

sumers of organs tend not to be overly concerned about where they 
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originated. Perhaps reflecting a widespread attitude among such buy

ers, an American who paid $40,000 for a Chinese kidney, although she 

suspected her new kidney had come from a prisoner, admitted to a 

Los Angeles Times reporter that she "didn't want to know." 

Sale of Endangered Species 

Another "number one" distinction for Chinese consumers is that China 

is now the world's largest consumer of wild plants and animals, many 

of which are endangered species. Once again, the growth of these mar

kets has been an unanticipated result of China's economic reforms. 

The collapse of the central provisioning of health care, for instance, 

has led to renewed interest in traditional Chinese medicine (and het

erodox religious organizations claiming to ·have the secret to good 

health), while the mass media have contributed. to the demand for 

such products by popularizing interest in folk medicine. High-end 

pharmacies and restaurants are expected to sell popular treatments 

such as golden turtle's blood to cure cancer; sea horse for asthma, 

heart disease, and impotence; pickled turtle flippers to promote lon

ger life; and owl meat for improved eyesight. 

Rising incomes and international trade networks have made rare 

wildlife more ayailable and affordable at the same time that popular 

culture, particularly but not exclusively in southern China, holds that 

eating rare meat can bestow bravery or sexual prowess. Wildlife deli

cacies are often featured in lavish banquets intended for conspicu

ous consumption. Although the government has made efforts to limit 

consumption-in 1989, the Wildlife Protection Law banned the con

sumption of internationally protected species--once again the law 

remains difficult to enforce. Media reports of police seizures reveal 

the extent of the problem. One smuggling ring in the southwestern 
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province of Yunnan, for example, was caught red-handed with 278 bear 

paws and 416 dead pangolins (anteaters that resemble armadillos). 

But the biggest bust occurred in 2004, when Chinese customs officials 

seized the skins of 31 Bengal tigers, 581 Asian leopards, 778 otters, 

and 2 lynx-a haul worth well over $1 million. 

Chinese consumers have used their newfound purchasing power 

to buy both items not previously available and items long cherished in 

Chinese culture. Bear's paw, pangolin meat, camel's hump, monkey's 

brain, tiger bones dipped in liquor, and tiger penis, though long sought 

after, were usually expensive because of short supply, and thus beyond 

the means of most Chinese. That market has grown with the means of 

Chinese consumers, even though many of these items are derived 

from animals in short supply nationally or internationally, further en

dangering already endangered species. And Chinese consumers are 

eating not only their own rare wildlife but the world's, creating smug

gling networks that stretch from China to the jungles of Southeast 

Asia and the coasts of Latin America. The range of exotic animals 

-bought and consumed in China is illustrated by a recent story of 5,000 

rare animals found drifting in an abandoned smuggler's boat off the 

South China coast. The 200 crates on board included 31 pangolins, 44 

leatherback turtles, 2,720 monitor lizards, 1,130 Brazilian turtles, and· 

21 bear paws-all endangered species banned from international 

trade but openly sold in Guangdong. 

Among these products, practitioners of traditional Chinese medi

cine, including in Korea and Japan, consider bear bile an extraordinary 

health elixir and a key ingredient in more than a hundred medicines. 

The bile, which is abundant in ursodeoxycholic acid, is converted into 

powder as remedies for arthritis, impotence, kidney and liver ail

ments, and fevers and even to rejuvenate brain cells. Demand has led 

to the creation of a "bear farming" industry? where caged bears are 

milked for their bile with catheters. Just as factory-farmed milk cows 
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in the United States are worked to premature deaths, since the 1980s 

on these Chinese farms the bears have been subjected to nightmarish 

conditions and have seen their life expectancy shortened from twenty

five to four years. By 2005, China had nearlyfive hundred such "farms," 

but international pressure from animal rights organizations and the 

European Parliament has forced them to crack down, reducing the 

number to sixty-eight. The consolidated farms, though, are massive, 

each housing some seven thousand bears. That their paws are prized 

culinary delicacies doesn't help. As with so many other natural re

sources, demand in China has led to poaching around the world. In 

Russia, for instance, endangered Himalayan black bears are illegally 

hunted and sold to Chinese middlemen. 

The Chinese have also consumed tigers to near extinction. Their 

numbers in the wild are down to 2,500 worldwide and only a few dozen 

roam freely in China. In 1993, again under international pressure, the 

Chinese government outlawed the trade in tiger parts, but demand 

remains strong, and there is a flourishing black market for tiger skin, 

used for clothing; bones, used in Chinese medicine for joint ailments 

such as arthritis; and tiger meat and health tonics. Neighboring states 

su~h as India are big providers of illegally poached animals, and entre-
, ' 

preneurs have found legal ways around the ban within China, setting 

up more than a hundred private tiger breeding "farms" housing five 

thousand tigers. These farms, which are also tourist sites, legally sup

ply parts from tigers that die from natural causes. The World Wildlife 

Fund, however, says they are merely fronts for illegal traders. Breed

ers counter that legalizing the trade would lead to less poaching and 

the preservation of tigers; preservationists answer that breeders have 

no program for reintroducing tigers into the wild. 

Shark fin soup is perhaps the best-known Chinese delicacy, found 

more often on international Chinese menus tha'n, say, braised bear 

paws. The soup is favored for its medicinal and aphrodisiac qualities 
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and, above all, as a status symbol at Chinese banquets. It is often the 

most expensive soup on lengthy Chinese menus and, as soup is served 

last, considered a nice final touch to a meal. Less widely lmown to 

consumers everywhere is the international impact of the increasing 

Chinese demand, extending all the way to Latin America, where local 

fishermen hunt sharks just for their valuable fins, which end up in 

Chinese soups. In Ecuador a set of dorsal and pectoral fins fetches 

$100, then sells for thousands of dollars in East Asia, and retails for up 

to hundreds of dollars for the tiny quantities served in soup. Hong 

Kong was the largest market for shark fins in the 1980s, but by the 

1990s that distinction }fad shifted to mainland China, where shark fin 

soup had become trendy. In cities such as Shanghai and Beijing, it is 

sold in all the fine restaurants, and even by some street vendors. Be

tween the mid-1990s and mid-2000, Ecuador's exports of shark fins to 

China and Hong Kong had doubled to 279,000 pounds, provided by 

roughly 300,000 sharks. 

The impact of this particular Chinese desire on the world's shark 

populations has been profound. In only fifteen years, 70 percent of shark 

species such as the great white and hammerhead have been killed, and 

other species have disappeared altogether. Countries such as Ecuador 

have tried unsuccessfully to ban shark fishing and finning, the practice 

of slicing off fins at sea and dumping the carcass. But lax enforcement 
I 

and lucrative demand make the prospects for shark survival grim. 

In addition to official attempts to curtail such consumption in 

China, efforts have been made to reduce demand by changing public 

perceptions toward wildlife. The international kung fu movie star Jackie 

Chan, for instance, made a public service adv<Lrtisement in Mandarin 

for the NGO WildAid, attacking the consumption of shark fins and 

other endangered species with graphic images. He closed with an ap

peal to consumers: 'When the buying stops, the killing can too." Other 

prominent Chinese figures such as NBA basketball star Yao Ming, 
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Hong Kong actress Michelle Yeoh, and the Olympic gold gymnast and 

footwear entrepreneur Li Ning have made similar spots. International 

NGOs such as the WWF have called for stepped-up campaigns to dis

suade the public from buying products derived from endarl.gered spe

cies. Animal-borne illness, though, has done more than such appeals 

to change public perception. The consumption of civet cats (which 

resemble mongooses and otters), another delicacy and traditional me

dicinal ingredient, was blamed by some scientists for the outbreak of 

SARS in 2002-2003, 'Yhich killed 77 4 people. Guangdong province 

responded by banning their sale, and the United States placed an em

bargo on them. There is some evidence that the negative association 

of these delicacies with disease is having an effect: a recent survey . 

suggested that the number of restaurants serving some exotic wildlife 
was dropping. 

Of course, China is not the only country with extreme markets. Con

sider, for instance, that every year in the United States nearly four 

hundred thousand women, mostly under the age of twenty-one, get 

breast implants exclusively for cosmetic reasons, many as high school 

graduation gifts. Nor are extreme markets somehow inherent to Chi

nese culture: all of the markets described in this chapter were in fact 

declared unacceptable, and were not legally or commonly found in 

China for at least a quarter century during the Mao era. That attempts 

to rein them in by China's current leaders have been only modestly 

successful reveals just how far China's consumer culture has moved 

from one in which consumption was highly regulated under commu

nism to a freewheeling market society in which it has become extremely 

difficult to place checks on consumer demand. A consequence of Chi

na's rapidly expanding market behavior is, at its exfremes, more Chi

nese adoptees on the Upper West Side, more Chinese prostitutes in 
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Thailand, and more Chinese corneas in the eyeballs of Californians. 

Although mainstream economists and policy makers want China to 

rescue the global economy by consuming more, neither they nor the 

Chinese government have proven capable of controlling either what 

the Chinese consume or the effects of their consumption. What ex

treme markets put in a particularly harsh light is the simple truth that 

it is difficult to have it both ways: to create a consumer culture that 

celebrates individual choice and also maintain control over what'is 

desired, bought, and sold. 
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Often seemingly insignificant changes best highlight a global phe

nomenon. For me it was chopsticks. Few objects more immediately 

evoke China to the wider world. When I first studied in China in the 

mid-1980s, we were encouraged to carry our own chopsticks when

ever we went out to eat. Forget them and you were forced to use dirty, 

cracked bamboo chopsticks supplied by the restaurant and used by 

who knows how many people before you. Then the world changed, 

and ubiquitous disposable ,wooden chopsticks-like the no-longer

heard bicycle bells-became a potent sign of the growing prosperity 

that followed. They also neatly encapsulate the often overlooked en

vironmental implications of China's new consumer lifestyles. Even 

such small changes as disposable chopsticks have huge impacts: every 

year, millions of Chinese trees are turned into tens of billions of pairs 

of disposable wooden chopsticks, which add millions of tons to China's 

waste stream, making the resulting deforestation and increased trash 

just two of the countless battlegrounds between consumer lifestyles 

and the environment currently under way in China. 

In socialist China, poverty meant that nothing could be wasted; 

everything was reused, and recycled was a euphemism for the way 
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scarcity forced people to repurpose everything. The Mao era pro

moted frugality, savings, and attacks on personal consumption deemed 

"wasteful" and "extravagant," to invoke two words in the Maoist-era 

anti-consumption lexicon. A common Chinese saying in that era held 

that something was "new for three years, old for three years, and 

sewed, mended, and repaired for another three years." By the early 

1990s, chopsticks, freely given and freely discarded, were an early vis

ible crack in China's anti-consumption stance and a sign of emerg

ing class differentiations. While restaurants frequented by the poor 

continued to offer reuseable battered bamboo chopsticks, and the 

growing number of high-end establishments provided fancy reusable 

lacquered ones, every eating spot in the vast middle was switching to 

disposables. 
To the growing C.hinese middle classes, disposable chopsticks 

became closely associated with convenience-with eating on the go

and, as one Chinese reporter put it, "a civilized lifestyle." The gov

ernment also promoted their use to check the spread of disease, 

particularly after the 1988 outbreak of some three hundred thousand 

cases of acute hepatitis A in Shanghai. Since then, periodic food safety 

scares have continued to heighten the demand for disposable chop

sticks and strengthen. the link between them and modem hygiene. 

Now Beijing residents alone use ten million pairs a day. In its simplic

ity and ubiquity, the humble chopstick offers a superb window on one 

of the most disconcerting consequences of the unleashed Chinese 

consumer: environmental blowback. 

Not only chopsticks but the foods that consumers are eating with 

them present new environmental problems. Growing prosperity al

lows the Chinese to consume more meat, a source of protein once 

considered a luxury. Indeed, the purpose of the thousands of KFCs, 

McDonald'ses, and other fast-food restaurants now spread out across 

urban China is to make money by persuading Chinese to eat more 
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pork, chicken, and beef. It's working. Fifty years after a famine killed 

thirty million Chinese, they now consume quadruple the number of 

calories from animals than they did twenty-five years ago. This transi

tion from famine to feast has its downside, however. In addition to 

such obvious consequences as the earlier mentioned increase in child

hood obesity, the new Chinese diet also produces 2. 7 billion tons of 

animal manure, most of which is left untreated. Also, ever greater 

numbers of cattle, goats, and sheep graze on ecologically fragile hills 

and steppes, consuming vast swathes of grassland and loosening top

soil that more readily becomes massive sandstorms or the blinding 

"yellow wind." Beijing alone is inundated with _half a million tons of 

sand every year. Already deserts have swallowed up thousands of vil

lages, and entire cities have had to be built to house the displaced. 

Indeed, the country has become the leading exporter of dust, as tens 

of millions of tons of China's dust and coal pollution enters jet streams 

annually and makes it to Korea, Japan, and as far as the West Coast of 

the United .States, a literal form of blowback. 

With four times the population of America, China eats up re

sources and consumes more grain, coal, and more than twice as much 

steel and meat as the United States. Yet the environmental effect of 

these changes is jmt the beginning, the result of just a few decades of 

growth. The Chinese don't even have to "catch up" with the devel

oped world to trigger profound global changes. They just have to keep 

doing what they are already doing: moving in the American direction. 

If, as already discussed, China were to have as many cars per person 

as in the United States-three cars for every four people-it would 

have 1.1 billion cars (to America's 225 million). China would need to 

pave nearly the same amount of land as is currently under cultivation 

and to consume more oil than the world currently produces. This isn't 

simply hypothetical: as already noted, in 2009, China overtook the 

United States as the leading market for cars. The environmental im-
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plications of the new consumerism in China are immeasurable, the 

consequences unpredictable, and the possibilities truly frightening. 

" Consumers versus the Environment 

The very speed with which China's consumers are changing their 

country helps put in sharper relief what elsewhere in the industrial 

world has already blurred into an unquestioned back~rop: the envi

ronmental consequences of consumption. Behind the chopstick is not 

only a felled tree but a vast machinery of interrelated factors that 

make it possible for urban Chinese consumers to order fast food and 

get chopsticks along with their plastic plate and dinner. To cite just 

one of the most important of these factors, all of these lifestyle changes 

in China are fueled by the burning of coal, which provides 68. 7 per

cent of the country's tE>tal energy consumption (compared with 50 per

cent in the United States). The 2. 7 4 billion tons consumed in China in 

2008 were used not only to generate electricity but also for heating 

and cooking in millions of homes. The country bums more. eoal than 

the United States, the European Union, and Japan combined. Fur

thermore, it is increasing its use of coal by over 10 percent a year, and 

on average adds another coal-fired power plant each week. (China's 

several thousand such plants compares with just over six hundred in 

the United States.) One consequence of this dependence on coal is 

the production of sulfur dioxide gas, which causes acid rain and leaves 

China with sixteen of the world's twenty most polluted cities and 

forces athird of all urban residents to breathe polluted air, contribut

ing to hundreds of thousands of premature deaths a year. The sihia

tion got so bad that in 1999 Prime Minister Zhu Rongji told local 

officials, "If I work[ed] in your Beijing, I would shorten my life [by] at 

least five years." If this was not awful enough, in 2006, China became 

184 

ENVIRONMENTAL IMPLICATIONS 

the world's leading emitter of carbon dioxide, the primary greenhouse 

gas contributing to global warming. This still makes it only the eigh

teenth largest per capita emitter, which means that the fact of China's 

merely starting to catch up with other major emitters in per capita use 

is a mounting environmental disaster. 

To see how links between consumption and environmental prob

lems build on one another, consider cement. Contemporary China is 

unimaginable without cement, the binding agent critical to the produc

tion of concrete. Without cement and concrete, there would not be the 

burgeoning forest of buildings at the center of the more than a hundred 

cities with over a million residents and the thousands of smaller towns, 

nor the vast network of highways and roads connecting them that are 

appearing at record rates. Cement production requires energy, and to 

produce this energy, China bums more coal. When I first visited Shang

hai in 1986, the city had only a handful of tall buildings; twenty years 

later it had four thousand-nearly twice as many as New York. Across 

the
1 

country, many more are on the way: Beijing is currently adding the 

equivalent of three Manhattans of office and residential space. The 

same growth rates are true of highways and local roads, which also use 

vast amounts of cement. Even outside the cities, national and local gov

ernments see road-building as a way to employ migrant workers during 

the post-2008 economic crisis and as part of a long-standing program to 

reduce rural poverty by providing isolated farmers better access to mar

kets and non-farm jobs. While no recent traveler to China would be 

surprised to learn that the country produces and uses nearly half the 

world's cement, they probably aren't aware that the chemical reaction 

at the center of making cement creates vast quantities of carbon diox

ide. In fact, cement production accounts for 5 percent of all the world's 

C0
2 

emissions and a fifth of China's. Add to this China's plans to accel

erate its urbanization by encouraging hundreds of millions more farm

ers to relocate to new satellite cities. That's a lot more cement. 
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The difficulty of changing this situation, as with so many other 

carbon-intensive industries, is that not simply the government but many 

individual Chinese (from the rich to the middle class) now have a deeply 

entrenched interest in seeing countless more buildings constructed. Al

though nearly all of the richest "developers" (an ironic term given their 

notorious role in forced removals and the demolition of neighborhoods 

and communities) in China are children of high officials-including 

nine of the top ten real estate magnates and thirteen of the richest fif

teen construction company owners in Shanghai--demand also comes 

from below. Even a friend of mine who is a low-level librarian has made 

more money from property speculation than he'll ever make working 

at the library. Since the 1990s, it's become a national pastime. 

Perhaps nowhere is the mounting environmental cost of the 

changes under way in China as clear as in its mounting use of another 

crucial resource: water. Water, in fact, is perhaps the ultimate consumer 

\product. In addition to consuming potable water by cup or bottle, the 

Chinese, like their counterparts worldwide, consume water indirectly 

as a critical ingredient in the modem factory farming that produces 

their new and more water-intensive diets based on meat. It takes ap

proximately 1,000 tons of water to produce a single ton of grain and 7 

tons of grain to produce a ton of beef. An upshot, then, of China's 

switching from their pre-1978 bean-protein-based diet to Kung Pao 

chicken or McDonald's hamburgers is that it uses much more water. 

Many Chinese industries also use massive amounts of water; it takes, 

for instance, 400,000 liters (or 105,000 gallons) of water to manufac

ture a single car. Increasingly, like their counterparts worldwide, the 

Chinese are also consuming water in the growing of biofuels to help 

fuel those cars in the face of dwindling global oil supplies. 

All of these changes profoundly impact China's water supplies. 

The aquifers supplying China's northern wheat belt are dropping 10 feet 

(3 meters) a year, requiring some farmers to drill down 1,000 feet or 
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more to find water. This has especially ominous implications for China's 

food supplies, as 85 percent of the farmland in North China relies on 

irrigation (compared with only 10 percent in the United States). Wa

ter shortages have been a major reason for falling grain production in 

China, which peaked at 123 million tons in 1997. Importing wheat 

from elsewhere effectively allows China to import water and compen

sate for shortages, but this, too, is a risky strategy, given the growing 

global water shortage and rising transportation costs. 

All across China, glaciers are shrinking, lakes are vanishing, and 

rivers are drying up. Over the past twenty years, Qinghai province, on 

China's northwest plateau, has lost half of its four thousand lakes; He

bei province, which surrounds Beijing, has lost all but a few dozen of 

its one thousand lakes. Furthermore, at least ninety-six Chinese cities 

are facing problems relating to sinking land caused by declining water 

tables. Shanghai, which was built on a low-lying alluvial plain near the 

mouth of the Yangzi River, has spent over $12 billion to reinforce 

foundations, fix cracking walls, and repave roads; the problem has be

come so severe that it now pumps millions of cubic feet of water into 

the water table beneath the city to slow the sinking. Likewise, by the 

late 1990s, the Yellow River, which failed to reach the sea for the first 

time in 1972, was failing to do so two thirds of the year. Already some 

sixty million people have had difficulty obtaining enough water to meet 

their daily needs. Furthermore, accessible water sources are often 

polluted-the Chinese dump billions of tons of untreated sewage into 

the Yangzi, Asia's longest river, for instance. As a result, as much as 

half the population-:--six hundred to seven hundred million people

drink water contaminated with animal and human waste, an even more 

unappetizing thought than eating with those dirty chopsticks. (As with 

so much else, China presents a difference of scale rather than kind; 

some twenty million Americans each year also get sick from drinking 

contaminated water.) 

187 



RS CHINA GOES, SO GOES THE WORLD 

The market responses to China's water crisis have created addi

tional environmental problems. Gone are those days when visitors to 

China struggled to find a store that could sell them something to 

drink. Now water vendors are everywhere, and the waste bins along

side roads are brimming over with discarded plastic bottles. Even 

more than in Western countries, fewer and fewer consumers appear 

to trust tap water, or "Tap-ian," to borrow a pun on Evian, the French 

water brand that has became a fashion statement for the brand

conscious wealthy in China. The habit of buying bottled water is 

spreading worldwide, with Americans still leading the way, consum

ing 8. 7 billion gallons of bottled water in 2008, almost double what 

they drank at the start of the decade. But while the U.S. market for 

bottled water began to decline in.2008, China consumed more than 

5.2 billion gallons that year and is now by far the fastest growing mar

ket. This is likely to increase, as China drinks only about half the global 

average of 7.9 gallons of bottled water per person, significantly behind 

the United States (28.5) and the world leader, Mexico (59.1). 

In contrast to locally produced, efficiently delivered Tap-ian, bot

tled water travels long distances, wasting massive amounts of fossil 

fuels in packaging and shipping. And once the water is consumed, all 

those plastic bottles are discarded. Before they begin their thousand

year journey to biodegradation, they are transported once more, to 

dumps or for recycling. (The United States, for instance, ships roughly 

40 percent of the bottles tossed in recycling bins to places as far away 

as, you guessed it, China.) If Chinese consumers drink even one 

fourth the per capita rate of bottled water as the average American, 

China will become the world's largest consumer. As elsewhere, a de

sire to avoid this wasteful use of water has emerged, but not a solu

tion. As one graduate student from Sichuan put it, "Yes, I think it is 

wasteful to drink bottled water. But what can I do? I can't drink di

rectly from the tap and I don't like to drink boiled water, as my par-
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ents did. Boiled water tastes horrible, and I don't trust the quality, 

either. I wish there were an efficient way to purify tap water, but so far 

I don't see any way to solve the problem." 

Vanishing Forests, Spreading Deserts 

In part due to the increasing grazing of animals being raised for food 

mentioned earlier, China's deserts are growing at an unprecedented 

rate, with vast tracts of once-fertile land turning into dust and sand. 

A quarter of China is already desert, but despite efforts to slow the 

process, according to China's State Environmental Protection Admin

istration, the deserts are engulfing nearly a million acres ofland annu

ally (roughly the size of the American state of Rhode Island). The Gobi 

Desert, in central China, has expanded by about 25,000 square miles 

since 1994, and soon 40 percent of China will be scrubland. As a re

sult, according to the outspoken deputy minister of the environment, 

Pan Yue, in the coming decades "China will have more than 150 mil

lion ecological migrants, or, if you like, environmental refugees." 

If the disappearance of topsoil, the expansion of urban sprawl, 

and desertification continue to eat away at China's• grain yield while 

the Chinese convert to meat-based diets, China will have to rely even 

more heavily on international grain markets, further pushing up food 

prices for the world's 350 million desperately poor. Another possibil

ity, hardly an assurance of future peace and prosperity, is that tens of 

millions of those hungry Chinese environmental refugees predicted 

by Pan Yue will pour into Russian Siberia looking for arable land. 

(Similarly, Chinese may compete with U.S. consumers for the U.S. 

grain harvest, threatening supplies and costs there.) In fact, Russian 

officials now estimate that out of a total population of 7 million people 

living in Siberia, already 350,000 are Chinese, including many there 
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illegally. The Chinese are also moving elsewhere looking for land on 

which to grow food. One of the most intriguing developments of the 

last few years has been China's expanding presence in Africa. As of 

2008, the Chinese government had earmarked $5 billion to grow food 

in African countries. Chinese investors have bought over ten thou

sand square miles (an area roughly the size of Maryland) of African 

land just since 2006. In addition to farmland, China is also turning to 

Africa for a wealth of mineral and energy resources to feed its fuel

hungry economy. In southern Africa, for instance, China has set up 

the Zambian Special Economic Zone, modeled after similar zones 

instituted in China during the early Reform Era and replete with tax 

breaks, easy financing, and infrastructure designed to stimulate eco

nomic growth and smooth access to the region's copper, diamonds, 

tin, and uranium. 

But China's environmental problems aren't caused solely by the 

Chinese; global demand for inexpensive Chinese products also con

tributes to the rapid desertification of China. Take cashmere sweaters, 

once within the reach of only the rich. Now one can pick up a few 

cashmere shirts and sweaters from China for $100, with change left 

over. While Chinese producers have made cashmere clothing inex

pensive, they have done so only at a catastrophic cost to the environ

ment. China produces nearly three quarters of the 15,000 tons that 

make up the yearly global supply of cashmere, and in 2005 alone the 

United States imported a record 10.5 million cashmere sweaters from 

China. Each cashmere sweater requires the hair from two or three 

goats. The image of the millions of goats needed to supply this trade, 

all quietly munching away, should be more frightening than pastoral. 

Fragile semi-arid rangeland is too dry, steep, or infertile to sustain 

food crops, but it can support cattle, sheep, and goats. As family farms 

have replaced state-run production teams, the number of livestock 

has grown unchecked. With roughly the same 'grazing capacity as the 

United States, China is raising not only ten million more cattle but 
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nearly four hundred million more sheep, mostly in its western and 

northern provinces. These sheep and goats destroy the land's protec

tive vegetation, the roots of which are essential to securing the topsoil. 

So begins the transformation from rangeland to desert. Already, resi

dents of some twenty-four thousand villages have been forced to par

tially or fully abandon their land to sand. 

Many other "Made in China" products are creating similar tradeoffs 

between inexpensively priced goods that stimulate global demand but 

have worrisome environmental impacts. Also accelerating deforesta- · 

tion is China's consumption of wood, both for domestic use and for 

the export of manufactured wood products. In the twentieth century, 

China destroyed more than three fourths of its own forests for such 

uses. Deforestation along the Yangzi River caused massive erosion 

and ultimately flooding that, in 1998, killed three thousand Chinese, 

inundated fifty-two million acres, destroyed five million homes, and 

caused $20 billion in damage. This led officials to place greater re

strictions on domestic logging, which in turn has forced Chinese to 

seek lumber elsewhere, often including illegally logged timber. Thus 

Chinese demand is playing a central role in global deforestation: world

wide, forests are being felled at an annual rate of at least thirteen mil

lion hectares (thirty-two million acres), or roughly an area the size of 

Greece. In the past decade, China has also become the leading ex

porter of furniture, plywood, and flooring, even though about 90 per

cent of its wood products are consumed domestically as the Chinese 

build and furnish the increasing stock of individual homes. 

Trashing China 

Another unintentional environmental effect of increased consumer

ism can leave one nostalgic for those battered bamboo chopsticks that 

were washed and reused no matter how worn out they became. For as 
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China adopts a throwaway consumer lifestyle, it is walking straight 

into a garbage crisis. It is not just that there is a lot more garbage pro

duced by a growing population increasingly looking to consume goods. 

The heart of the problem is timing: in comparison with the rest of the 

world, this explosion in trash happened almost ·overnight and before 

"sustainability" became a worldwide concern. If China' had waited an

other twenty years to adopt consumer lifestyles, it is pos'sible it might 

never have developed a love for disposability. As it is, the country now 

produces a third of the world's garbage and is having problems burning, 

composting, and otherwise disposing of all of it. Most goes untreated. 

The suburbs of Beijing, Tianjin, Shanghai, and Chongqing alone are 

home to at least seven thousand garbage dumps of fifty square meters 

or larger. 

In addition to its own waste, over the past two decades China has 

gone from saving and reusing .every last scrap to.becoming a huge im

porter of industrial waste. Your last computer probably ended up there, 

as 70 percent of the world's fifty million metric tons of discarded com

puters, electronic equipment, and other toxic "e-waste" now winds up 

in Chinese scavenger dumps. Entire towns such as Guiyu, not far from 

the Hong Kong border, have become unregulated open dumps for 

e-waste, employing more than thirty thousand workers in five thou

sand e-waste mom-and-pop shops. These workers, some of them chil

dren, rumqiage though the parts to salvage over I billion yuan worth 

of metals such as gold and copper, at an incredible risk to their health. 

What can't be resold is abandoned, left to leach toxic materials into 

the soil and groundwater. China is als~ manufacturing a tidal wave of 

electronic waste on its own. Every year it discards twenty-eight mil

lion TV sets, washing machines, and other electronic goods. In 2004, 

Chinese consumers bought more than eighty million mobile phones, 

forty million TV sets, forty-three million air-conditioners, nineteen mil

lion refrigerators, sixteen million computers, and fifteen million DVD 
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players. And China is already the world's largest discarder, tossing out 

some seventy million mobile phones a year. As models with newer, · 

must-have features come on the market, the Chinese, like consumers 

everywhere, want to upgrade; as a result, half of China's three hun

dred million-plus cell phone subscribers will replace their phone in 

the next few years. 

As noted, the pace of this growth is astonishing. It was only in the 

mid-1990s that the first six disposable products arrived in China: pa

per towels, paper cups, paper plates, wooden chopsticks, diapers, and 

female sanitary napkins. By 2000, one Beijing branch of the super

market chain Hualian alone. was selling a couple hundred thousand 

yuan worth of disposable products each day. Within a few years of 

their introduction into the Chinese market, ten billion disposable Sty

rofoam lunch boxes were being used each year. 

Naturally, some Chinese have begun to rethink their country's 

newfound love of disposability, and the government is desperately try

ing to deal with this tidal wave of trash. In late 1999, the Chinese State 

Ec~nomic and Trade Commission and State Administration of Light 

Industry set biodegradability and production standards and, in 2000, 

also forbade the production, sale, and use of disposable Styrofoam 

tableware. The Chinese have' given such objects a new name, "white 

garbage," and cities such as Hangzhou, Nanjing, Ningbo, and Shang

hai have tried to outlaw their use. The capital of Zhejiang province, 

Hangzhou, became the first Chinese city to ban plastic packaging. In 

'the capital of Henan province, posters at local markets promote the 

use of baskets rather than plastic bags, with the mayor even distributing. 

fifty thousand free wicker and straw baskets. In Beijing, residents are. 

encouraged to use cloth bags for shopping, and the municipal gov

ernment has set up recycling bins throughout the city. Although the 

Chinese Communist Party is also beginning to see the wisdom in re

cycling and is taking steps to encourage it, the country's recycling 
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industry is still virtually nonexistent. While recycling is a $3.6 trillion 

industry in Japan and a $1 trillion industry in the United States, recy

cling revenues in China are a mere $5.4 billion. 

The Price of Breathing 

China's attempt to come to grips with its trash is just one of many ef

forts by its government to place new limits on consumption and prod

ucts under the guise of a new ideology, environmentalism. Chinese 

leaders have, for instance, introduced standards and energy-efficiency 

ratings for air-conditioners, refrigerators, and washing machines, to 

reduce noise pollution and electricity consumption in large cities. Sales 

of products that fail to meet these standards are banned. But even such 

modest regulations have been undermined by hundreds of manufac

turers producing low-quality, noisy, and energy-inefficient appliances, 

which by lowering prices and increasing production to preserve mar

ket share have created a glut in the appliance market. Some compa

nies even sell their more environmentally advanced products abroad 

but their energy-inefficient lines at home. As lower prices lead the 

Chinese to use more appliances, electricity shortages have become a 

major headache in newly prosperous cities, especially during the sum

mer. In Shanghai, for instance, air-conditioners account for some 

40 percent of all electricity used during the city's sweltering summer. 

Chinese leaders have acknowledged that China's energy use has 

become unsustainable, not only because its environm.ent cannot absorb 

more pollution but also because the expense of production could ren

der Chinese industries uncompetitive. In essence, the wasteful use of 

artificially low-priced energy (artificial because it didn't pass on the costs 

of pollution and other "externalities") that underwrote China's eco

nomic ascendancy cannot continue forever. In 2004, official Chinese 
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statistics revealed that each 10,000 yuan ($1,250) in gross domestic 

product (GDP) required the burning of 2.6 tons of coal or its equiv

alent, ten times the global average and twenty times that of Japan. 

Moreover, these same statistics suggest that China is becoming more 

energy-inefficient as its economy grows. As a result, Chinese leaders 

such as Wen Jiabao routinely call for dramatic energy consumption cuts 

on a per-unit-GDP basis, and national officials have made gestures 

such as requiring central government offices to shut off their air

conditioning for a day in the summer to "experience energy shortage." 

A task force polices offices, hotels, malls, and other large buildings, 

requiring that they not be cooled below twenty-six degrees Celsius 

(seventy-nine Fahrenheit) during the summer or heated higher than 

twenty Celsius (sixty-eight Fahrenheit) during the winter. But such 

efforts appear weak (there are only twenty compliance officers for 

all of Beijing) in comparison with decades of evaluating and reward

ing officials on the basis of GDP growth fueled by wasteful energy 

practices. 

The Chinese government has made other efforts to address the 

problem. From 2003 to 2006, it put its support behind the concept of 

measuring and popularizing a "green GDP" that would include the 

costs of environmental destruction, eager to have a tool by which to 

assess the degree to which local officials were sacrificing the environ

ment for economic growth and as a way to stay ahead of the growing 

environmentally related disasters and protests. But in 2006 the Na

tional Bureau of Statistics discontinued the effort, blaming the diffi

culty of calculating the value of natural resources. The long history of 

local officials falsifying economic statistics when such measures are 

used to evaluate their performance undoubtedly eroded the utility of 

such information. As long as breathable air and drinkable water are 

considered an externality by policy makers (in China and elsewhere) 

who place GDP growth above all else, it's hard to imagine a funda-
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mental change in environmental policies. Although Chinese leaders 

have begun to include the environmental records of local officials in 

their evaluations, it's still unclear whether such measures will be 

enough to get them to change their behavior. 

The Difficulty of Green Consumerism 

On another front; China has seen the rise of a grassroots environ

mental movement that is trying to change the practi~es and thinking 

of Chinese consumers themselves. Linking comfortable new con

sumer lifestyles with their environmental impacts isn't easy; even in 

the industrialized world, where we have been trying to do so for much 

long~r, it is an uphill struggle. It's difficult to get individuals who think 

of themselves primarily as self-interested "consumers" even to con

sider, not to mention pay more for, such intangibles as their patriotic 

duty to buy more expensive domestic products, let alone to develop a 

concern for the environment. 

To give one example, in 2003, He Huili, an associate professor at 

the China Agricultural University, was temporarily assigned as a vice

magistrate to aid the farmers o~ impoverished Lankao county in Henan 

province. To fulfill that mandate, she decided to form a cooperative 

and raise an environmentally friendly strain of rice. Farmers in the 

co-op shared expenses and trademark~d the rice. Things began well 

enough, and th.e new strain yielded a bumper harvest. After the fall 

harvest of 2005, the co-op shipped ten tons to Beijing, marketing their 

rice as supporting impoverished farmers and grown without environ

mentally destructive pesticides or fertilizers. But because their rice 

was more expensive than. conventional rice, stores choose not to stock 

it. In a final act of desperation, Professor He then unsuccessfully tried 

to sell the rice on her campus. To explain the failure of her efforts, she 
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blamed the lack of awareness of environmental issues among the Chi

nese, which was undoubtedly true. But another explanation was also 

at work: China's unstable market is rife with counterfeits that leave 

consumers rightfully suspicious of many products and their various 

marketing claims, prompting them to rely primarily on price, estab

lished brands, and reputable retail outlets. Chinese stores are satu

rated with products making bogus claims, and the now near-universal 

use of "green" labels makes all "green product" environmental claim~ 
suspect. 

Consider, once more, those disposable chopsticks. Chinese envi

ronmentalists have battled since late 1990 to have them banned, efforts 

that illustrate the larger battle over consumer consciousness. Activists 

argue that the use of disposable chopsticks is destroying the Chinese 

environment by deforesting China. One activist, for instance, struggled 

to make clear that consumers need to contemplate their complicity in 

destroying China's environment: "That piece of greenery that you have 

come to deeply love and long for in the end has been destroyed by your 

own hand." Anti-chopstickers also appeal to nationalistic sentiments, 

comparing China's dwindling forests to Japan's much higher forest 

coverage (60 percent). What's Japan's secret? It imports tens of billions 

of disposable chopsticks, almost entirely from China, rather than de

stroying its own forests. Adding insult to injury, the Japanese then use 

discarded chopsticks to manufacture paper pulp th~t they export back 

to China. Environmentalists also attack the notion that disposable chop

sticks are more hygienic by pointing out that toxic chemicals, including 

powerful bleaches, are used to process them. 

In yet another example of the myriad consequences of the rapid 

rise of China's col).sumer marketplace, the country now has its own 

consumer industry lobbyists, who challenge attempts to make such 

links as those between disposable chopsticks and .deforestation. One 

food industry newspaper rejected the idea that chopsticks wasted 
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trees, claiming that leftover wood from tree farms is the primary source 

used by the disposable chopsticks industry, ~hich also creates thou

sands of jobs in more than a thousand factories in China. However, 

the chopstick industry's greatest ally is the human inclination, even in 

as traditional a culture as China, to place individual interest above the 

collective good. One reporter informally surveying the night market 

in one central Chinese city, for instance, found that both consumers 

and restaurateurs thought chopsticks were ecologically destructive but 

used them anyway. Consumers justified their decision on the grounds 

of hygiene, and owners cited convenience, low price, and consumer 

preference. 
In 2005, perhaps recognizing the futility of banning disposable 

chopsticks, the central government issued regulations requiring the 

use of fast-growing trees and bamboo for chopsticks, but rejected a 

complete ban on wooden ones. The following :year, the Chinese gov

ernment lumped chopsticks with other luxury items such as yachts, 

high-end watches, golf clubs, and fuel-inefficient cars on which they 

imposed luxury taxes (5 percent for chopsticks) and also imposed a 

whopping 50 percent tax on those exported to Japan, with talk of an 

export ban. These efforts have been joined by private citizens, such as 

twenty-six-year-old activist Cao Yu, who in 2008 stormed into the caf

eteria in Microsoft's Beijing headquarters and announced to startled 

diners, "Disposable chopsticks are destroying China's forests!" Such 

activism has led three hundred Beijing restaurants to vow to use reus

able chopsticks and created a burgeoning movement. Greenpeace 

China has launched a trendy campaign among urban youth urging 

them to BYOC, "Bring Your Own Chopsticks." The rhetoric of the 

campaign against disposable chopsticks and deforestation has become 

widespread enough for the college-age daughter of one chopstick.in

dustry executive to accuse him of being an "evildoer." 

Another hopeful sign is that even before the national ban on cer

tain types of disposable items was announced, hundreds of small com-
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panies in China were already manufacturing more sustainable alter

natives, including biodegradable disposable articles such as chopsticks 

made from yam starch and tableware made from rice husks, starch, 

and cardboard. Likewise, reports in the media about the dangers of 

Styrofoam boxes have helped dampen consumer demand for white 

garbage, despite the weak enforcement of the earlier bans. China now 

has thousands of local and national environmental nongovernmental 

organizations (NGOs), most established in the last few years. Organi

zations such as Friends of Nature work tirelessly to protect and 

restore China's environment and raise public awareness. But if the 

history of environmental NGOs in the West offers ~lues to China's 

future, there is ample reason to worry that Chinese environmentalism 

is more likely to be absorbed by the consumer culture and create new 

markets for ecotourism, sustainable housing, and purportedly green 

consumer products than to fundamentally challenge a way of life that 

remains deeply dependent on ecologically destructive and nonre
newable resources. 

Like Western nations before them, the more likely expectation is 

that the Chinese will drag their feet, make token changes, and out

source their industrial pollution to the "next Chinas"-Vietnam Burma ' , 
Indonesia, and India-which have weaker labor laws and environ-

mental protections. Or perhaps they'll follow the European lead with 

a "cap and trade" market that mostly shuffles the problem around. It's 

not hard to imagine a day in the near future when Chinese tourists 

heading for weekend vacations in Paris will have the option to buy 

carbon offsets, which could become the latter-day equivalent of papal 

dispensations. But even though it's easy to be pessimistic, the scale 

and relative suddenness of China's environmental problems linked 

to changing consumption may also make it easy to imagine how the 

world's consciousness-reflected in consumer behavior-needs to 

change. I used to show my students a documentary about China dur

ing Mao's Great Leap Forward in the late 1950s that included foot-
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age of a doctor setting down his stethoscope and changing from a 

white medical robe into a heavy smock and protective goggles before 

going out to his backyard furnace to make steel. Students and teacher 

would chuckle at the thought-how ridiculous to have a doctor make 

steel! Perhaps someday a documentary showing people in the West 

and. China driving gas-guzzling, greenhouse-gas-emitting SUVs or 

tossing out a Styrofoam plate and wooden chopsticks after a single use 

will strike everyone as similarly ludicrous. 

A large part of that hope will depend on the Chinese managing, 

against the odds, to excel as stewards of the environment with as much 

enthusiasm as they have learned to become first-rate consumers. Cer

tainly there is evidence that China understands the odds and the con

sequences. We read in the newspapers nearly daily how China is 

leading the world in renewable energy, as it must if it is to continue its 

economic growth. The latest: it's building six gigantic wind farms that 

will generate the equivalent of one hundred coal-fired power plants' 

worth of electricity. While China is to be commended for these ef

forts, whether this commitment to renewable energy will be able to 

catch up with the speed and size df its emerging consumer demand is 

still an open question. No other nation in the developed world has yet 

found a way to reverse the ecologically destructive effects of its way of 

life faster than any offsetting commitment to correcting, let alone re

versing, them. Should we hope and wait for China to take the lead? 
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A few years ago, in the early stages Qf writing this book, I spoke to an 

'audience of well-dressed southerners at the Palmetto Club in Colum

bia, South Carolina, on the global challenges posed by China's rapid 

embrace of lifestyles similar to theirs. All the things middle-class 

Americans often take for granted, I told them, the Chinese are just 

starting to desire and have. 

After briefly reminding the audience that we shouldn't begrudge 

the Chinese for having lifestyles similar to our own and that, indeed, 

many economists see their adoption of our lifestyles as a boon for de

veloped economies, I walked the audience through a few of the many 

challenges created by Chinese consumerism. As China overtakes the 

United States as the world's number one market for cars, it also joins 

the United States in committing its society and economy to a high

polluting mode of transportation and international competition for 

scarce resources. Likewise, as China's "new aristocracy" learns to en

joy their wealth, they are creating new aspirations (and simmering 

resentment) in the rest of the country. I also told them that China was 

far down this path-a consumer culture and economy is already 

deeply entrenched there. Thanks to Taiwan, the United States, and 
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other developed economies, China now is home to mass retailing that 

standardizes the shopping experience and to brands created by adver

tising to teach its consumers what to buy. Millions now owe their live

lihoods to jobs dependent on this new economy: from the nearly two 

million working to produce cars to the millions working on people's 

hair and nails in salons. And around the world, millions of other jobs 

are dependent on Chinese consumer appetites. 

Of course, I also warned them about the blowback from Chinese 

consumerism-that China's development of markets is creating un

intended negative consequences for China and the world, including 

the undermining of confidence in brands thanks to counterfeits, the 

spread of extreme markets for things such as human body parts and 

endangered wildlife species, and industrial pollution that fouls the air 

as far away .as California. Most alarming of all is China's deepening 

commitment to a fossil fuel-based economy and society just as those 

resources are becoming scarcer and our understanding of their im

pact on global warming and ocean acidification is being confirmed. At 

the heart of consumerism is a contradiction that neither the Chinese 

nor the Americans (nor anyone else) has solved: how to enjoy modern 

consumer lifestyles without exacerbating their many downsides. 

At the end of ~y talk the audience's questions followed a familiar 

pattern, most of them variations on 'What can we do?" One attendee, 

however, caught me off guard. An elegantly dressed and well-spoken 

older southern lady told me that while she found my talk convincing, 

she was glad the Chinese were consuming so much and accelerating 

climate change with ever-increasing carbon emissions. Once the earth's 

natural resources were all used up, she explained, Jesus would return! 

Whatever religious beliefs one has, this listener raised a crucial point: 

how people in China and the world respond to Chinese consumerism 

and its consequences will depend a great deal on the powers they 

imagine are controlling what is happening. 

202 

CONCLUSION: THE CHINESE INK BLOT 

One thing is clear: nearly every contemporary problem in China 

and, indeed, many of the key issues affecting the globe revolve around 

Chinese consumers. It is clear, for instance, that the Chinese Com

munist Party is betting its continued existence and legitimacy on rais

ing standards of living, on delivering more goods to more consumers. 

Indeed, in what we might call capitalist realism, the party no longer 

figuratively and literally paints pictures of a glorious socialist future 

waiting at the horizon. Rather, it promotes the immediate joys of un

bridled and ubiquitous consumerism. It would be a gross error, how

ever, to imagine that this is a top-down and managed process. The 

CCP is riding the same tiger as the rest of the world. After all, can the 

Chinese government-could any government-stand in the way of 

the desires of a billion-plus consumers? 

My experience in South Carolina confirmed my conclusion that 

China is for many a sort of Rorschach test. Contemporary Chinese con

sumerism can be thought of as a complex ink blot, and your interpre

tatibn of that ink blot probably says more about you than about China. 

China is, in the end, a land of staggering contradictions. As discussed 

earlier, China is both very rich and very poor. It's a country with nearly 

half a billion desperately poor living on less than two dollars a day 

while also the leading creditor nation for the wealthiest country on 

earth, the U ni.ted States, which is now the leading international debtor. 

Likewise, China is blackand green. As global warming accelerates

and world awareness and concern grow-China will be blamed for its 

role as the world's worst carbon polluter, even as it's also the biggest 

green energy producer of wind and solar power and may yet save the 

planet. 

There are, then, many ways to read this book, which contains not 

one central message but rather an examination of the complexity of the 

issues involved. On one hand, we can marvel at t~ country's tremen

dous accomplishment in lifting hundreds of millions out of poverty in 
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record time, or stand in wonder atop a new Shanghai skyscraper and 

look down on the thousands of high-rises built within the past decade 

and a half. On the other hand, though, we can see the inconveniences 

and downright global challenges created by China's "catching up" 

with the lifestyles of hundreds of millions of fellow consumers in the 

most economically advanced countries. 

Some who have heard me speak on this topic have accused me of 

implicitly endorsing the creation of a massive international govern

mental structure empowered to control every aspect of con.sumption, 

or of being yet another millenarian who thinks the sky is falling for 

one reason or another. But the most common response comes from 

those with unwavering faith in technological progress combined with 

capitalist efficiency and motivation to solve any and all problems. Their 

interpretation runs this way: When enough people demand something, 

such as breathable clean air or uncontaminated water, the market will 
work its magic and a solution will appear. Perhaps they are right, or 

perhaps some unanticipated "solution" caused bywar, famine, or dis

ease will check Chinese consumerism and its effects. But given the 

hundreds of thousands of environment-related de~ths, millions of eco

logical migrants, and hundreds of millions of Chinese already drinking 

contaminated water daily, it seems only simple prudence to ask when 

such market solutions will kick in. 

I also hear from those who believe democracy and the accompany

ing transparency and accountability will solve China's problems. Surely, 

they argue, the Chinese wouldn't vote themselves into extinction. But 

it's hard to find this answer very convincing, coming as it does from 

people living in countries that have exported their own pollution to 

developing economies such as China (and therefore can pretend it 

doesn't exist) and that haven't done much to end their own reliance on 

nonrenewable resources. That is, what evidence do we have that de

mocracies in countries such as the United States or the United King-
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dom will provide a road map to saving the planet? I admit that the ink 
blot often looks pretty dark to me. 

But just as there is no one "right" interpretation about what the 

expansion of Chinese consumerism will. mean for China or the rest of 

the world, there undoubtedly will be no single solution, either. As the 

abundant citation of Chinese newspapers and magazines in these 

pages confirms, the Chinese government and people are aware of the 

problems posed by consumerism and have been taking efforts, some 

of them substantial, to limit them .. The rest of the world would do well 

to do more than just take note and start reining in the worst effects of 

unbridled consumerism in their own countries. Yes, as China goes, so 

goes the world. But what happens in China is also deeply influenced 

by the actions of other countries, particularly the United States, and a 

similar case could be made that as the American consumer goes, so 

goes the Chinese consumer and the world. After all, how can we ex

pect China to make tough choices over there when we cannot do so 

over here? Maybe what we need, then, is a New Golden Rule: consume 

unto the world as you would have the Chinese consume unto it. 
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FURTHER READINGS 
AND RESOURCES 

This book tries to fill the gap between the broad journalistic accounts of contempo
rary China and specialized literature, which is often less accessible to nonexperts 
because it assumes prior knowledge. Here I've provided suggestions for extending 
the analysis offered in this book in many different directions. 

CHINESE HISTORICAL SOURCES 
For a succinct and highly readable account of China's modern history, see Rana Mit
ter, Modem China: A Very Short Introduction (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2008). For an interpretive history of the same, see that author's A Bitter Revolution: 
China's Struggle with the Modem World (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005). 
For an economic overview, see Barry Naughton, The Chinese Economy: Transitions 
and Growth (Cambridge, Mass.: The M.I.T. Press, 2007). Good political overviews 
include Kenneth Lieberthal, Governing China: From Revolution to Reform (New 
York: W.W. Norton, 2003), and Joseph Fewsmith, China Since Tiananmen: From 
Deng Xiaoping to Hu Jintao (Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge University Press, 2008). 
Maurice Meisner's Mao's China arrd After: A History of the People's Republic (New 
York: Free Press, 1999) remains an excellent political and intellectual history of China 
since 1949, especially the Mao years. For an ambitious attempt to link the economic 
rise of China with the simultaneous changes around the world since the early 1980s, 
see David Harvey, A Brief History of Neoliberalism (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2007). Two books with informative essays intended for general readers are 
Kate Merkel-Hess et al., eds., China in 2008: A Year of Great Signijicance (Lanham, 
Md.: Rowman & Littlefield, 2009), and Lionel Jensen and Timothy Weston, eds., 
China's Transformations: The Stories Beyond the Headlines (Lanham, Md.: Rowman 
& Littlefield, 2007). . 
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For those interested in more scholastic historical analyses of consumerism in 
modem China, I am currently writing a history of the rise, fall, and reemergence of 
consumerism in China since 1900. Those particularly interested in the early twentieth
century history of consumerism in China may wish to consult my China Made: Con
sumer Culture and the Creation of the Nation (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University 
Press, 2004). Although not explicitly about consumerism, many books touch on com
plementary aspects. For an entertaining and sumptuously illustrated history.of cloth
ing, see Antonia Finanne, Changing Clothes in China: Fashion, History, Nation (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 2008), Readers particularly interested in business 
history should consult the work of Sherman Cochran, starting with his classic study, 
Big Business in China: Sino-Foreign Rivalry in the Cigarette Industry, 1890-1930 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1980), Also see anything by art histo
rian Craig Clunas, including his latest, Empire of Great Brightness: Visual and Mate
rial Cultures of Ming China, 1368-1644 (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 2007), 
For a stimulating history of when and why China fell behind northwest Europe in 
consumption, consult Kenneth Pomeranz's instant classic, The Great Divergence: 
China, Europe, and the Making of the Modem World Economy, rev. ed. (Princeton, 

NJ: Princeton University Press, 2001). ' 
The books most similar to mine in approach are not about China. Since the 

"consumerist" tum in academic studies in the 1990s, a growing number of popular 
and academic books about consumerism in the Western world have appeared. Two of 
the best of these are Lizabeth Cohen's A Consumers' Republic; The Politics of Mass 
Consumption in Postwar America (New York: Knopf, 2003), and Lawrence Glickman, 
Buying Power: A History ofConsumer Activism in America (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2009). On modem Western Europe, see Victoria de Grazia's Irresist
ible Empire: America's Advance thfough 20th Century Europe (Cambridge, Mass.: 
Harvard University Pr~ss, 2005). Frank Trentmann, a leading historian of global con
sumerism, has a handy bibliography of thousands of books on the global history of 
consumerism and consumption here: www.consume.bbk.ac.uk/index.html. 

NEWS WEBSITES/LISTSERVS 
The most important website for keeping up-to-date on English-language writings on 
China published in newspapers and magazines is the China Digital Times (www 
.chinadigitaltimes.net/). There are also specialized English-language webpages devoted 

. to one or another aspect of China. The most. important site for environmental news 
and discussions is the bilingual site run by the British journalist Isabel Hilton, see 
www.chinadialogue.net, On the Chinese media, see www.danweLorg. For an enter
taining site devoted to tabloid-like news emanating out of China, see www.china 
smack.com. For in-depth commentary by China specialists on current events and in
tended for nonspecialists, see www.thechinabeat.org. For an invaluable resource for 
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modern Chinese culture, literature, and history, see the Modem Chinese Literature 
and Culture site run by Kirk Denton, www.mclc.osu.edu/default.htm. 

There are also specialized Web Listservs; most are open to nonspecialists. I have 
found two particularly useful. The Professional Association for China's Environment 
(PACE) distributes an "electronic newsletter devoted to giving interested readers a 
comprehensive update of news concerning China's environment" (www.tech.groups 
.yahoo.com/group/PACELISTSERVER/join), For a highly recommended, free, and 
acerbic newsletter on the Chinese market, sign up for market research company Ac
cess Asia's e-newsletter here: www.accessasia.co.uk. Finally, readers may be surprised 
to see the occasional citation of rather unusual news sources (e.g., The Hindu). Kudos 
to Google alerts (www.google.com/alerts) for providing many odd but occasionally 
useful leads by daily searching the combined terms China and consumer. 

POPULAR ACCOUNTS OF CONTEMPORARY CHINA 
Even as English-language newspapers come under increased financial pressure and 
close foreign offices, China remains well served by excellent reporters, particularly 
those at the New York Times, Washington Post, the Guardian, and the Financial Times, 
Books by their correspondents are always must-reads. This book complements the 
terrific first-person accounts of contemporary China written by joumalis.ts, such as 
Financial Times reporter James Kynge's wide-ranging China Shakes the World: The 
Rise of a Hungry Nation (London: Phoenix, 2007), and Washington Post correspon
dent Philip Pan's Out of Mao's Shadow: The Struggleforthe Soul of New China (New 
York: Simon & Schuster, 2008), which focuses on human rights through biographies, 
and the classic by New York Times correspondents Nicholas Kristof and Sheryl Wu
Dunn, China Wakes (New York: Vintage, 1995). Likewise, recommended is anything 
by New Yorker correspondent Peter Hessler, especially Oracle Bones: A Journey 
Between China's Past and Present (New York: HarperCollins, 2006), and NPR corre
spondent Rob Gifford's China Road: A Journey into the Future of a Rising Power 
(New York: Random House, 2008), which focuses on contemporary life along the an
cient Silk Route. Newsweek correspondent Duncan Hewitt's Getting Rich First: A 
Modem Social History (New York: Pegasus Books, 2008) provides a collection of his 
reporting on a vast range of topics, Financial Times reporter Alexandra' Hamey pro
vides a critical overview of why Chinese products are so competitive globally in The 
China Price: The True Cost of Chinese Competitive Advantage (New York: Penguin, 
2009). And finally, Washington Post correspondent John Pomfret's Chinese Lessons: 
Five Classmates and the Story of New China (New York: Henry Holt, 2007) docu
ments the Reform Era through divergent lives. 

There are also a growing number of terrific memoirs, too numerous to list, by a 
new generation of writers and slackers living, reflecting, and writing on China, For a 
particularly entertaining account of her culinary adventures, see Jen Lin-Liu, Serve 
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the People: A Stir-Fried Journey Through China (New York: Mariner Books, 2009). 
For the growing number of translations of fiction and nonfiction, consult, www.mclc 
.osu.edu. Or begin with these two: Yiwu Liao, The Corpse Walker: Real-Life Stories, 
China from the Bottom Up (New York: Random House, 2009), and Ye Sang, China 
Candid: The People on the People's Republic (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
2006). I am grateful to these people for illuminating so many diverse aspects of co·n

temporary China. 

ACADEMIC AND BUSINESS BOOKS 
There is also extensive social science scholarship focusing on contemporary China. 
Elisabeth Croll, China's New Consumers: Social Development and Domestic Demand 
(London: Routledge, 2006),. focuses on social classes. Academic titles, including col
lections of essays or case studies, are again much more narrowly focused. These in
clude Deborah Davis, ed., The Consumer Revolution in Urban China (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2000); James Watsori, ed., Golden Arches East: Mc
Donald's in East Asia (Palo Alto, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 2007); and David 
Goodman, ed., The New Rich in China (London: Routledge, 2008). Each one of the 
topics covered in this book-from cars to advertising to environmental issues-has a 
specialized literature. See, for instance, Eric Thun, Changing Lanes in China: For
eign Direct Investment, Local Governments, and Auto Sector Development (Cam
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006); Jing Wang, Brand New China: Advertising, 
Media, and Popular Culture. (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2008); 
and Robert Weller, Discovering Nature: Globalization and Environmental Culture in 

China and Taiwan (Camb1idge: Cambridge University Press, 2006). 
Because consumerism is a wide-ranging business topic, this book addresses 

many topics covered more thoroughly in oilier books. A huge number of books, for 
instance, discuss marketing to China, which I think of as the "how to crack the China 
market" books. The best of these include James McGregor, One Billion Customers: 
Lessons from the Front Lines of Doing Business in China (New York: Free Press, 
2007); Ted Fishman's China Inc.: How the Rise of the Next Superpower Challenges 
America and the World (New York: Scribner, 2005); Tom Doctoroffs Billions: Selling 
to the New Chinese Consumer (New York: Palgrave, 2005); and Oded Shenkar's The 
Chinese Century: The Rising Chinese Economy and Its Impact on the Global Econ
omy, the Balance of Power, and Your Job (Philadelphia: Wharton School, 2005). 
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