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Heading into the second decade of the 21st century, an era marked indelibly by globalization, 
the world is witnessing a shift from the West’s dominance led by the United States, to the rise 
of Asia led by China. Niall Ferguson, a professor of history at Harvard University was blunt 
in a commentary “In China’s Orbit” Nov. 18, 2010: “What we are living through now is the end 
of 500 years of Western predominance. This time the Eastern challenger is for real, both 
economically and geopolitically. The gentlemen in Beijing may not be the masters just yet.  

But one thing is certain: They are no longer the apprentices.” 

Since the global recession of 2008, Eu-
ropean nations have been rocked by debt 
crises, defaults and bailouts, and the United 
States has been hit by persistent high un-
employment, runaway federal debt, and 
political gridlock. 

China, meanwhile, has been one of the 
few countries comparatively unscathed by 
the global economic downturn, posting con-
sistent growth rates of around 10% over the 
past several decades. In 2010, China became 
the world’s second largest economy, and is 
expected to surpass the U.S. by as early as 
2016, according to the International Mone-
tary Fund. 

All this has created increasing unease 
and anxiety in the United States. U.S. media 
reports of American jobs being lost to Chi-
nese competition, U.S. companies opening 
offices and factories, relocating headquar-
ters or large departments to China are 
common fare,  though recently, there have 
been newer stories of American companies 
returning to the U.S. due to rising Chinese 
costs. With the 2012 election year com-
ing up, the ever-expanding U.S.-China trade 
deficit has prompted American politicians 
to once again threaten retaliatory action 
against what they see as China’s artificially 
undervalued currency. 

This anxiety and suspicion on the part 
of many Americans towards China is un-
derstandable given that there is not only 
a worldwide shift in power that is inevi-
table in the course of history, but the U.S. 
economy and American workforce are 
undergoing massive changes that have im-
plications for everything from labor and 
work to our consumption patterns and how 
we live our lives. 

It should also be understood that at the 
same time, despite its successes, China’s 
economy and society are also undergoing 
massive changes. Worker unrest, under-em-
ployment, a labor pool both highly educated 
and uneducated,an aging population, in-
flation, rising living costs, growing income 
inequality, and environmental degradation 
will affect the lives of every Chinese citizen. 
These challenges not only raise the ques-

tion of how long China’s economic model of 
the past thirty years (manufacturing-based 
growth due to cheap labor) can last, but also 
have critical implications for the U.S.-China 
relationship, perhaps the most important 
global bilateral relationship. 

It is important to note that because the 
U.S. and China are at different stages of 
growth (the U.S. is a developed nation with 
an economy that has largely transitioned 
from a manufacturing economy to a service/
informational economy while China is just 
beginning that transition), equal and abso-
lute comparisons are not always available, 
applicable or even fair. The Brief provides 
current and comparable information where 
available.

What’s Inside: With the attention paid to 
jobs and employment in the U.S., this  
issue of the U.S.-China Media Brief looks at 
jobs and work in both countries. The Brief 
provides analysis on the work force, labor 
unions, and migrant workers in the U.S.  
and China, and also looks at consumption 
patterns, social mobility, poverty, wealth 
and income inequality – issues not often 
talked about in the discussion of jobs  
and work. 

This Brief poses questions:

n	 Despite differences between American 
and Chinese interests—and certain  
vested interests in maintaining or even 
exacerbating the differences—do the  
two countries and peoples have more in 
common than is usually perceived?  

n	 Can workers in both countries who are 
grappling with rapidly occurring changes 
in the work place and in their lives find 
similarities across borders? 

n	 Are the economic and workplace transi-
tions that the U.S. is currently undergoing 
harbingers of what might also happen  
in China?

There are no quick or easy answers. Play-
ing a zero-sum game of winners and losers 
in the U.S.-China relationship is a narrow, 
short-term view that ignores the total  
interdependence and past histories of the 
two countries. 

The challenge and responsibility for lead-
ers and citizens in both countries is to find 
creative long-term solutions that will bene-
fit not only Americans and Chinese, but the 
larger world to which we all belong.

Global Connections: 
China and America Today

INTRODUCTION

In 2010, China became 

the world’s second largest 

economy and is expected  

to surpass the U.S. by as 

early as 2016.
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Rust Belt

Also known as the 
Manufacturing Belt and 
includes parts of New York, 
New Jersey, Pennsylvania, 
Ohio, Indiana, Minnesota, 
Wisconsin, and especially 
Michigan, where the 
restructuring of automotive 
and steel industries resulted 
in the loss of hundreds of 
thousands of jobs.

Agricultural (Corn) Belt

Region of Midwestern 
United States where corn is 
the dominant crop. The U.S. 
produces 40% of the world’s 
corn. Corn and soybeans are 
the U.S.’ third largest export 
to China. 

Keystone Opportunity 
Zone (KOZ)

Areas throughout the 
state of Pennsylvania with 
reduced or no tax burden 
to encourage and create 
commercial and industrial 
centers.

Rust Belt

Liaoning, Jilin, Heilongjiang 
Provinces in Northeast 
China. •  The Chinese 
version of “Flint, Michigan”. 
Home to state-owned heavy 
industries that were forced 
to shutter after economic 
reforms in the 1980s threw 
30 million blue-collar 
workers out of work.

Agricultural (Corn) Belt

Corn is mostly grown in the 
provinces of northeastern, 
and northern China. China 
is the world’s second largest 
consumer of corn.

Special Economic Zones

Shenzhen, Zhuhai, Shantou, 
Xiamen, Hainan Province

After 1980, designated as 
special economic zones 
with special tax incentives 
to encourage foreign 
investment.

Silicon Valley

Home to some of America’s most 
innovative high-tech companies such 
as Google, Apple, Hewlett-Packard, 
Cisco Systems, Yahoo, with over 
400,000 high-tech jobs.

Silicon Valley

Zhongguancun, Beijing: 
China’s “Silicon Valley” in 
Beijing’s Haidian District, 
with more than 8000 hi-tech 
enterprises, over half  
of which are IT companies. 

Beijing

Largest City

Shanghai:  
pop. 16.6 million  
(2010 U.N. est.)

Largest Shopping Mall

South China Mall in 
Dongguan, Guangdong 
Province (also largest mall  
in the world).

Largest Shopping Mall

Mall of America (Bloomington, 
MN) (largest enclosed floor area)

Largest City

New York: pop. 8.2 
million (2010 est.)

Washington, D.C.

UNITED STATES: Economic & Industrial Zones

CHINA: Economic & Industrial Zones

Source of data: CIA World Fact Book, Forbes, Bloomberg.  

Unless otherwise specified, all data are for 2010.

Land Mass 3,704,426 sq miles

Population 1,336,718,015 (2011 est.)

Population Growth Rate 0.493% (2011 est.)

Urban Population 47% of total population

GDP $10.09 trillion

GDP Real Growth Rate 10.30%

GDP per capita $7,600 

Unemployment 4.3% (2009 est. and  
 for urban areas only)

Inflation 3.20%

Health Expenditures 4.6% of GDP (2009)

Labor Force 815.3 million 

Number of Billionaires 115 (up from 64 
 the previous year)

Number of Millionaires 502,000

Number of cities with  
population over  
1 million/10 million  160/3

Mobile Telephone Users 747 million (2009)

Internet users 389 million (2009)

Currency Ratio 6.44 (Nov 2011)

Land Mass 3,793,079 sq. miles

Population 313, 232,044 (2011 est.)

Population Growth Rate 0.963% (2011 est.)

Urban Population 82% of total population

GDP $14.66 trillion

GDP Real Growth Rate 2.80%

GDP per capita $47,200

Unemployment 9.60%

Inflation 1.60%

Health Expenditures 16.2% of GDP (2009)

Labor Force 153.9 million

Number of Billionaires 413 (up from 403  
 the previous year)

Number of Millionaires 8.4 million

Number of cities with  
population over  
1 million/10 million 9/0

Mobile Telephone Users 286 million (2009)

Internet users 245 million (2009)

Currency Ratio 1.00  
 (based on the dollar)

USEFUL FACTS & FIGURES
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Some Features of Globalization

Moveable Capital:  The ease 
of shifting capital between 
countries is unparalleled. 
In the U.S. and elsewhere, 
profit-maximizing corpo-

rations are able to move their financial 
investments around the globe to find the 
cheapest labor—whether in China, Southeast 
Asia, the Middle East, and Central and Latin 
America. This often means fewer jobs for 
American workers, and more jobs, at a vastly 
reduced pay rate, for foreign workers. 

Flexibility of Production:  
Today, it is almost impossi-
ble to clearly uncover where 
a manufactured product is 
made in the global market.  

A product can be invented and designed in 
one country, and then assembled in another 
with component parts coming from a num-
ber of other countries. This can affect trade 
statistics, especially in calculating the value-
added component of traded goods and in 
distinguishing between processed and  
ordinary exports. 

New Technology: Technology 
like the Internet enable both 
corporations and workers to 
communicate, organize, and 
speak instantaneously any-

where in the world. At the same time, global 
subcontracting that utilizes these new tech-
nologies can mean that contract and migrant 
workers in many countries are without  
secure employment or benefits.

The Economics of

Globalization

Talking Dollars and Yuan: The Curren(t)cy Debate
Critics in the United States and 
elsewhere have charged China 
with artificially undervaluing its 
currency—the yuan—by  pegging the 
exchange rate below market value. 
Thus, the undervalued yuan has 
made Chinese exports cheaper than 
they would be otherwise and made 
American goods more expensive. 
The cheap yuan is blamed for 
American manufacturing job losses 
and the huge U.S.-China trade 
imbalance. 

Since 2005 when the yuan was 
first revalued (then at $1=8.27 
RMB), it has appreciated around 
24%, to reach $1=6.31 in January 
2012. In June 2010, the 
Chinese government freed 
the yuan from being pegged 
to the U.S. dollar, but allows 
it only a .05% rise or fall from 
its daily mid-point rate set by 
the Central Bank. 

CHINA’S POSITION

n  China believes that since other countries 
have gotten rich through their exports, 
China has the same right as everyone else 
to growth via its exports. 

n  Is concerned that a stronger yuan will 
reduce their exports, which will fuel job 
losses, which can lead to social unrest. 

n  Points out that the yuan has been gradu-
ally appreciating for some time.

n  Nevertheless wants to make the Chinese 
yuan a global reserve currency and 
medium of exchange like the dollar and 
recognizes it will eventually have to liber-
alize the yuan. But it will do so on its own 
terms of economic sovereignty, not those 
of its trading partners. 

U.S. POSITION

n  Although President Obama’s administra-
tion has publicly and privately pressed 
China to revalue their currency, it has 
refused Congressional attempts thus far  
to label China a currency violator.

n  An election year (2012) and high unem-
ployment are once again leading the U.S. 
Congress to call for measures to label 
China a currency manipulator and for 
trade sanctions to be imposed on  
Chinese goods. Supporters include Labor 
and Domestic manufacturers.

n  U.S. Companies and Business Groups fear a 
stronger yuan would hurt exports of their 
companies’ products from China and fear 
trade sanctions would lead to full-blown 
trade war. Trade sanctions against China 
may have little effect in bringing jobs back 
to the United States as companies may just 
look elsewhere. 

n  U.S. Consumers could face higher prices 
for imports from China. Some experts 
think that a freely exchanged yuan would 
appreciate as much as 20% – 30% and thus 
make Chinese goods more expensive. 

What is happening today in the U.S.-China relationship and in the intertwined economies of 
both countries has to be understood against a backdrop of globalization, arguably the single 
biggest defining feature of the last 20 years. These features all have an impact on jobs, labor, 
work and consumption that will be addressed in the following pages. 

$
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In a time of American recession and high 
unemployment, many critics point to the 
massive trade imbalance between the United 
States and China for American job losses and 
clamor for punitive action against China. 

Trade Imbalances

TOP U.S. 
EXPORTS TO 
CHINA 2010

Electrical Machinery 

($11.5 billion)

Machinery  

($11.2 billion)

Grain, Seed  Fruit 

(soybeans)  

($11.0 billion)

Aircraft  

($5.8 billion)

Optic/Medical  

Instruments  

($5.2 billion)

TOP U.S. 
IMPORTS FROM 

CHINA 2010

Electrical Machinery 

($90.8 billion)

Machinery  

($82.7 billion)

Toys and Sports 

Equipment  

($25.0 billion)

Furniture and  

Bedding  

($20.0 billion)

Footwear  

($15.9 billion)

U.S. transportation and 
marketing costs

Salaries/Wages/Benefits 
of U.S. retail workers

Rent of U.S. retailers

Shareholder profits of 
U.S. retailers 

Wages, benefits and prof-
its if product is originally 
owned by an American 
company but had its final 
assembly in China.

Wages/Benefits for 
Chinese workers

China transportation costs

Profits for Chinese 
companies

Imports for component 
parts from other countries 
including the U.S.

WHERE YOUR MONEY GOES:

On average, for every $1 spent by a U.S. consumer  
on a “Made in China” product:

55%
goes towards American 

companies and individuals 
in the form of:

45%
goes towards  

“China” costs, which  
may include:

2010 2009
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US imports from China

US exports to China

In 2010, the U.S. sent $91.8 billion worth of exports 

(up 32.2% from $69.5 billion in 2009) to China and 

imported $364.9 billion (a 23.1% increase from 2009) 

worth of goods, running up a goods trade deficit of  

$273.1 billion (a 20.4% increase over 2009). 

$91.8
billion

$364.9 
billion

$69.5 
billion

$296.4 
billion

Made in USA iPhones?
Xing and Detert hypothesize that if all iPhones 

are assembled in the U.S. by U.S. workers & 

sold at $500, it would still leave a 50% mar-

gin for Apple. Thus, iPhones, invented by a U.S. 

company, would contribute to U.S. exports, re-

duce the trade deficit not only with the PRC but 

the rest of the world as we export Made-In-USA 

iPhones (25.7 million iPhones were sold glob-

ally in 2009, of which 11.3 million units were 

sold in the U.S.), and also create jobs for U.S. 

Source: Office of the United States Trade Representative

In 2010, 88.5% of U.S. consumer spending is on 
items made in the U.S. This is because services—
which make up two-thirds of U.S. consumer 
spending—are mainly produced locally.

Only 2.7% of U.S. personal consumption 
expenditures went into goods and services from 
China. And even then, only 1.2%, less than half of that 
represents China-produced content. The rest went 
to American businesses and workers transporting, 
selling and marketing the goods.

88.5%  
goods & services 
from the U.S.

2.7%  
goods & services 
from China

8.8% 
goods & services from 
other countries

CONSUMER SPENDING

abck

35.8% or $179 are  
attributable to China 
costs, including:

n $6.50 to Foxconn 
(see pg.xx) for Chi-
nese assembly costs

n $172.46 for the cost 
of major compo-
nent parts produced 
in other countries 
such as Japan, Korea, 
China, Germany, and 
the U.S. 

64.2% or $321 goes 
towards American 
companies and indi-
viduals in the form of:

n U.S. transportation

n Marketing/rent at  
Apple stores

n Wages/benefits of 
Apple employees

n Profit for Apple and 
shareholder

The Cost of Your iPhone
For every $500 spent by an American consumer on 

an iPhone in 2009:

abck
$179

attributable to 
China costs

$321
goes to American

companies &
individuals

The Economic Policy Institute found that 
between 2001 and 2010, the trade deficit 
with China eliminated or displaced 2.8 mil-
lion jobs, 1.9 million (62%) of which were in 
manufacturing. 

The usual reasons cited for the trade 
imbalance include: a low savings rate by 
Americans, insufficient domestic consump-
tion in the PRC, an artificially undervalued 
Chinese currency, Chinese export subsidies 
in key industries, and non-tariff barriers to 
imports.

A Sharper Focus Reveals
I. According to the Federal Reserve Bank of 
San Francisco (FRBSF), the vast majority of 
goods and services sold and consumed in the 
U.S. are produced in the United States. 

II. Many of China’s exports are actually 
produced by foreign companies, or foreign-
invested firms in China. This includes many 
American companies,  who then ship these 
products back to the U.S. for sale. Because 
China handles the final assembly of these 
goods, these items are counted as China’s  
exports, even though a U.S. firm is selling to 
U.S. consumers.

 III. Because a product is often made of com-
ponent parts that come from countries other 
than China, the final assembled export com-
ing out of China carries with it value added 
that has nothing to do with China, but which 
has the effect of inflating trade imbalances 
with the U.S. As Yuqing Xing and Neal Detert 
of the Asian Development Bank Institute 
note, “bilateral trade imbalances between  
a country used as a final assembler and its  
destination markets are greatly inflated by 
trade in intermediate products.” Case in point 
— The iPhone:
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The China Price— 
Impact on Wages & Jobs

Job Losses in the U.S.
Critics charge that China’s low wages and manufacturing costs (the 
“China Price”) have taken jobs from Americans. Many economists be-
lieve that outsourcing has taken some jobs from Americans, especially 
in the manufacturing sector. However, greater productivity, automa-
tion, and a continuing shift to service-sector employment, are equally 
if not more responsible for the loss of American manufacturing jobs. 
China’s main exports to the U.S.—of toys, furniture and footwear (see 
table of exports/imports on page 5) —are labor-intensive products 
which have largely been made outside of the United States for many 
years now because of cheaper labor abroad.

Job Losses in China
Wages have risen in China (between 1978 and 2009, wages jumped 
almost 13% a year, six times the pace of American wages; also see 
fig. below), in turn driving up manufacturing costs, and forcing 
multinational and American corporations to do one of three things: 

1) move their factories to other cheaper countries such as Cambodia, 
Indonesia, Vietnam and Bangladesh; 

2) move their operations to China’s interior  provinces where costs and 
wages are still lower and surplus labor can still be found (Foxconn) 

3) a handful of American companies have moved some of their opera-
tions back to the U.S. (“insourcing” or “reverse sourcing”), including 
Dell, AT&T, Citigroup, Monster, Caterpillar, Inc. Likely, the big corpo-
rations will continue to move or spread their operations wherever it 
is financially profitable to do so, while taking into account proximity 
to clients as well. With the end of the China Price, it is likely that 
even if China did not revalue its currency, we will all be saddled with 
higher prices in the future.

For all the media attention paid to the 
“China Price” and trade deficits, who are 
the American and Chinese workers caught 
in this debate? The following pages will 
take a look at the American and Chinese 
labor forces, as well as some aspects of 
both countries’ labor histories and laws. 
Before there was globalization there were 
workers. There still are, and they will 
continue to determine not just the wealth 
of a country, but more importantly, the 
health of its society.

Workforce Transformation + Labor Rights

17.6% :  
other services

27.8% : industry

20.3% : 
manufacturing, 
transportation 
and crafts

38.1% : 
agriculture

37.3% :  
managerial, 
professional 
and technical

34.1% : services

24.2% : sales

0.7% : farming, 
forestry and fishing

The U.S. labor force of 153.9 million workers 
#4 in world (2010 est. includes unemployed)

China labor force of 815.3 million workers 
#1 in world (2008 est.)

Source: CIA World Factbook

AN ENVIRONMENT OF INFLATION

PUTS 
PRESSURE  
ON WAGES 

EVEN MORE

GREATER 
INFLATION 
as workers 
buy more 

commodities, 
driving their 
prices higher

RAISES 
COSTS

INCREASE 
IN WAGES 
(15%-50%)

2008 Labor Laws 
with greater protection 
of workers’ rights Shrinking Supply 

of Workers
due to one-child policy

Worker Unrest 
(Foxconn suicides 
and protests at 
Honda Motor Co. 
and other plants 
in demand of 
higher wages)
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China—Getting Old Before Getting Rich?
While China still has surplus rural labor (around 25 million workers), that number is expected to be 
quickly absorbed as manufacturers move inland where costs are cheaper. Meanwhile, strict popula-
tion control for the last thirty years has resulted in birth rates of 1.5 births/woman (in 2011), which is 
less than the replacement rate of 2.1. The number of those under age 14 has fallen by a third in the 
last decade, while the number over 60 grew more than 20%. China is under tremendous pressure to 
develop an economy where fewer productive workers can support a huge increase in retirees. The  
U.S. has a similar aging population, though its replacement workforce is not as depleted as China’s 
(birthrate of 2.0 births/woman in 2011). Nevertheless, both countries are facing a smaller workforce  
to support large numbers of retirees. 

Women Hold up Half the Sky?
Many observers attribute Chinese women’s strong showing in the 
workforce to the legacy of Communism when Mao declared that 
“women hold up half the sky” and to a cultural legacy where women 
were not just encouraged to work, but were expected to do so.  
Chinese women were told that they can do whatever men can do,  
and the Communist government provided equal access to education. 

However, women still bear the burden of family and child care, and 
are often channeled into low-paying jobs. With industrialization in 
the last few decades, the gender wage gap has also returned to China. 
In 2010, 70% of Chinese women earned on average 30% less than 
men for doing similar work; while American women earned 19% less 
than their male counterparts.

How Well Do You Know Your Labor Laws and Rights? 

Labor Laws  
Providing For:

CHINA U.S.

Minimum Wage yes, determined by each 
province — e.g. min. wage 
in Beijing 1160 yuan/month 
($181.25/month);  
Chongqing: 710 yuan/month 
($110.25/month)

Federal minimum 
wage of $7.25/hr; 
state min. wages vary

Maximum Standard  
Work Week

44 hrs/week 40 hrs/week

Overtime Overtime capped at  
3 hrs/day;  
max. 36 hrs/month

Fair Labor Standards 
Act (1938) guarantees 
time + 1/2 for overtime 
in certain jobs, but 
with no cap

Right to Join Unions yes yes

Protection Against  
Employment Discrimina-
tion (Gender/Race)

yes yes

Equal Pay yes yes

Vacation Days paid public holidays no

Right to Strike no yes

Critics of China’s low labor costs often point to the dismal working 
conditions for many Chinese laborers, and the lack of workers’ rights 
and protections. This situation is not unlike what American workers 
went through in the early days of industrialization when they fought 
for workers rights and higher wages. China still has much to do to 
protect its workers and enforce its labor laws, but when China passed 
a new Labor Law in 2008 to better protect workers from being dis-
missed without cause, a number of U.S.-based corporations (such as 
Walmart, Google, Microsoft, and Nike) opposed these reforms. Their 
argument was that the new laws would drive up their costs; their 
threat was to pull  operations out of China. In the last few years, how-
ever, some companies such as Walmart China and Mary Kay (both 
listed by the Chinese edition of Fortune as 20 of the best companies 
to work for) have taken to offering robust benefit packages in order 
to retain employees.

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80

Women as percentage of workforce

44%

47%

Percentage of women who participate in workforce
77%

69%

Describe self as “very ambitious”
66%

33%

Aspire to hold a top corporate job
75%

50%

Women in Parliament/Congress
21.3%

17.4%

Companies with women in senior management roles
~80%

66%

% of top executives who are female
31%

20%

Number of female billionaires on Forbes’ 2010 List of World’s Wealthiest Women
50% (7 women)

21% (3 women)

China

U.S.

Workforce Transformation + Labor Rights

Source: According to a study by the NY-based Center for Work-Life Policy. Fish, Isaac Stone, 

“Chinese Women Go Shopping”, Newsweek, Aug. 27, 2010 .
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Migrant Workers

WHO  
THEY ARE

In the United States, the term “foreign-born worker” 
refers to persons who reside in the U.S. but who were 
born outside the country to parents who were not U.S. 
citizens. The term migrant worker has come to be linked 
with those who move from one low-wage seasonal job 
to another, like farm workers, or illegal immigrants with 
no valid work visas. 

Migrant workers in China are people who work in places other 
than the towns of their household registration (hukou). The 
hukou is usually their place of birth or home village, and fre-
quently they have not lived there for more than 6 months. After 
economic reforms in the late 1970s, migrant workers in China 
emerged as a social issue when millions began leaving home  
villages in search of work.

COMPOSITION 
OF MIGRANT 
WORKFORCE

There were 24.4 million foreign-born workers in 2010, 
comprising 15.8% of the labor force. Hispanics com-
prise 49.9% of foreign-born labor force, Asians 21.8%. 

In 2010, foreign born workers were more likely 
than native born workers to be employed in service 
occupations, in production, transportation and ma-
terial moving, and in construction and maintenance 
occupations. 

81% of all farm workers are foreign-born; 77% of them 
were born in Mexico. More than 50% are U.S. citizens 
or permanent residents. Migrant farmworkers and their 
families live and work in all 50 states of the U.S. The  
average farm worker is only 31 years old.

Government data indicates that there were 221.43 million  
migrant workers in 2010 (in 1989, there were about 30 million). 
Chinese migrant workers are a big component of the Chinese  
labor force.

They are primarily people from impoverished regions in rural  
areas and Western regions who move to urban areas and crowd 
the more prosperous eastern and southeastern coastal areas 
looking for work. 

The All-China Federation of Trade Unions’ research shows that 
77% of all manufacturing workers, 80% of all construction 
workers, and 33% of all service workers are migrant workers.

WAGES AND 
WORKING 
CONDITIONS 
FOR MIGRANT 
WORKERS

Median usual weekly earnings of foreign-born full time 
workers were $598 in 2010, 77.5% of a native-born’s  
salary ($771).

Average wage for hired farm workers = $11.13/hour or 
$11,000 a year. Few farm workers receive benefits like 
Social Security, worker’s compensation, Medicaid or  
food stamps. 

Average hours worked = 41.7hr/week

The average monthly income for migrant workers in 2010 was 
1600 yuan ($248) compared to the national urban average of 
2,687 yuan ($417). 

Average working hours: 11 hours a day, 26 days a month. 

As migrant workers do not have the same hukou status as locals, 
many employers do not provide them with the same benefits as 
are offered to local workers. Consequently, they are subject to in-
stitutional discrimination, including low wages, and harsh working 
and living conditions.

UNIONIZATION 
OF MIGRANT 
WORKERS

In 1966, the United Farmworkers Organizing Committee 
led by Cesar Chavez merged with the Agricultural Work-
ers Organizing Committee led by Pilipino farmworkers to 
become the United Farmworkers of America (UFW). The 
UFW organizes agricultural workers. 

In 2003, the All-China Federation of Trade Unions (ACFTU) included 
migrant workers in the union. According to ACFTU’s figures, 88.55 
million migrant workers were union members in 2010. The ACFTU is 
primarily a welfare provider for migrant workers, focusing on claim-
ing back wages, providing financial assistance and helping workers 
arrange transportation home for the Chinese New Year. 

LOOKING 
AHEAD

In the last few years, several cities and states such as  
Arizona and Georgia passed strict anti-immigration laws, 
the results of which have included severe labor shortages 
in the states’ agricultural industries.

In the last decade, the government has been relaxing the hukou 
system by granting temporary residency to migrant workers, and 
advocating the legal rights of migrant workers under the 2008  
Labor Law. Much still remains to be done, including enforcing laws 
that protect migrant workers, abolishing the hukou system, and 
ultimately reducing rural-urban economic disparity.

Historically, migrant workers around the world have been seen as an important source 
of cheap labor. That is still true. They are often willing to take the lowest paying, most 
dangerous jobs that locals are unwilling to undertake. They are a moveable and expend-
able population without sufficient access to basic needs and services. A large part of the 
growth of both the United States and China has been due to the labor of migrant workers.

CHINAU.S.
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SIZE OF 
WORKFORCE

153.9 million 815.3 million (2010 est.)

FREEDOM TO 
JOIN UNIONS

The National Labor Relations Act of 1935 grants most 
U.S. workers the right to join or form unions and to take 
action on union business, including strikes. Agricul-
tural workers, railroad and airline workers are covered 
by other laws. 

The Trade Union Law of 1992 and 2001 allows for workers to join 
or form trade unions, but these unions are all under the control 
of the All Chinese Federation of Trade Unions (ACFTU) whose 
mandate is to follow the leadership of the Communist Party. 
Workers have no explicit right to strike though strikes are not 
prohibited.

UNION 
MEMBERSHIP

In 2010: 14.7 million or 11.9% of the workforce (12.3% in 
2009). 7.6 million of the 14.7 million were public sector 
workers (36.2% of the public sector work force) while  
7.1 million were private sector workers (6.9% of private 
sector workforce). –BLS.

According to the ACFTU, the number of union members at the end 
of September 2010 had reached 239 million, with a membership 
rate of 74.7%. There are 88.547 million migrant workers in ACFTU.

WHO CAN JOIN In the U.S., workers must organize to form a union. Once 
this is accomplished they can collectively bargain for 
rights on wages, benefits, and hours. With a battery of na-
tional labor laws, unionized workers have effective means 
to organize, bargain, maintain and secure their interests. 

In China, all workers—in manufacturing, construction, and service 
jobs—have the right to become members of the All-China Feder-
ation of Trade Unions. The ACFTU is a “mass organization formed 
by the Chinese working class on a voluntary basis.” But workers  
at the grassroots level have little power to negotiate for their own 
interests. Workers outside of ACFTU who have sought redress for 
rights violations have found themselves detained, intimidated, 
beaten up or sent to prison. 

MAIN ENTITIES The American Federation of Labor-Congress of Indus-
trial Organizations (AFL-CIO) is the largest voluntary 
federation of America’s unions with 12.2 million mem-
bers. The AFL was founded in 1886 and merged with the 
CIO in 1955. The AFL-CIO has 56 individual unions under 
its aegis. The Change to Win (CtW), a federation founded 
in 2005, has 5.5 million members, and is a coalition of 
four unions comprising largely service sector unions.  
The AFL-CIO is more concerned with global trade issues 
while CtW focuses more on organizing service sector  
employees in jobs that “cannot be outsourced.”

The All-China Federation of Trade Unions (ACFTU) is the only legal 
trade union center in China, with 239 million members. Chinese 
law does not allow for other trade unions to exist. The ACFTU was 
founded on May 1, 1925, dissolved several times since then, but  
reconstituted in 1978. It has 1.72 million grassroots trade union  
organizations. The ACFTU is controlled by the Communist Party, 
but union officials largely see their roles as coordinating labor 
relations and mediating between companies and workers in “col-
lective consultation” in an attempt to promote “social harmony” 
rather than explicitly representing the interests of workers.  
Critics see the ACFTU as being toothless with little independence, 
power, and interest in representing the interests of workers, but 
supporters point out that there are increasingly more progressive 
unions in southern China who believe that their key role is to  
represent workers. Still others point out that although China’s  
labor legislation is often poorly enforced, it is on record and will  
be increasingly supportive of workers’ rights. 

WORKERS 
AND UNIONS: 
LOOKING 
FORWARD

American unions work to increase membership in the 
face of declining union participation (only 7% of workers 
in the private sector are organized). In the spring of 2011, 

public sector workers in seven states in the Midwest, 
were the target of state legislatures who blamed the 
unions’ high pensions and benefits costs for their budget 
deficits. Union supporters, led by those in Wisconsin, saw 
it as an attempt to do away with all collective bargaining 
rights. In the auto industry, unions have been negotiating 
with the car companies, agreeing to limit their demands 
in return for the companies creating jobs in the U.S.

A spate of worker suicides at Foxconn, and a series of strikes at 
Honda factories in southern China in 2010 where angry workers 
demanded an increase in wages, better working conditions and an 

independent trade union, suggests that Chinese workers are be-
coming more aware of their rights. Indications are that they are 
less willing to tolerate perceived mistreatment, and more likely to 
voice grievances against their employers. The demand for an in-
dependent trade union by Honda workers has not received any 
direct response from the government. Whatever the ACFTU pro-
poses for future trade unionism is still under the strict leadership 
of the ACFTU and the Chinese Communist Party.

Know Your Unions

CHINAU.S.
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The New American Workforce? 
With unemployment rates of more than 9%, stagnant and decreasing wages for the American middle class, 

there is no doubt that the U.S. workforce is undergoing a massive transformation. As the country moves 

from a manufacturing economy to a primarily services and information-based economy, American workers 

are having to adapt to changing notions of jobs and work. The last few years have seen a rise in the number 

of freelance workers not tied to a traditional job or company. Whether Americans are the vanguard of a new 

global workforce remains to be seen. The challenge for the American government, employers, and employ-

ees is to create a new system that promotes not only economic growth for the country, but also protects the 

rights and wellbeing of its workers. 

No workers’ right

New Deal guaranteed workers’ 

rights.  •  Based on linking all 

rights (wages, benefits, pen-

sions) to a single job/company.  

•  Traditional Employer-Em-

ployee relationship.  •  Gold 

watch upon retirement after  

25 - 40 years.

AGRICULTURAL
1850s

INDUSTRIAL 
(MANUFACTURING)

1930s

SERVICE/
INFORMATION
last 30 years

Rise of the Independent Workers/

Freelancer/Contractor/Consultant/

Self-employed.  •  Simultaneously 

holding multiple jobs and working 

for different employers.  •  No longer 

traditional employer-employee rela-

tionship.  •  Workers’ rights no longer 

secure or protected.  •  Estimated to 

be 1/3 and growing of American work-

force though the Labor Department 

stopped keeping statistics after 2005.  

•  In need of new laws and support 

system to protect workers’ rights.

Worker’s Rights—Looking Ahead

Arkansas-based Walmart’s strong anti-union 

stance in its stores around the world is well 

known (supporters claim that Walmart needs to 

remain union-free to sustain its operating cost 

advantage, which is about 25% less than those  

of its competitors). In 2004, Walmart initially  

rejected repeated attempts by certain Chinese 

municipal trade unions to establish ACFTU  

(All-China Federation of Trade Union) branches 

in Walmart factories in China. After it was pub-

licly criticized by ACFTU, Walmart countered 

that if the workers themselves would voluntarily 

form the unions, (as provided for in China’s Trade 

Union Law), then Walmart would respect their 

wishes. In response, Chinese workers, although 

unaccustomed to forming their own labor unions, 

participated in grassroots organizing. On July 29, 

2006, the Jinjiang Walmart in Guangzhou City 

formed a local union branch and within one week, 

employees at other Walmarts began to form their 

own union branches. On August 16, 2006, the 

company and the ACFTU formally announced 

a five-point agreement concerning Chinese 

Walmart employees and Chinese labor unions. 

The successful unionization of Walmart in 

China points to the possibilities for the future  

for both Chinese and American workers: Can  

the international and American labor movement 

learn from China’s success in this case? Will  

Chinese workers draw upon international and 

American workers’ efforts to reshape the Chinese 

labor movement?

BEYOND THE 
GREAT WALe
UNIONIZING Walmart in China

Wal-Mart Store, China

“

”

UNION TO UNION

In the last 30 years, as American manufac-
turing jobs migrated to cheaper countries 
like China, the AFL-CIO had been a leading 
anti-Chinese voice in the U.S. It worked to 
oppose permanent normal trade relations 
with China, and sought to block China’s en-
try into the WTO. The AFL-CIO tended to 
blame plant shutdowns, capital flight and 
corporate downsizing on Chinese workers 
themselves, rather than on corporate trade 
policies or the U.S. government’s support of 
free trade regulations across nations. In the 
last decade, however, there has been some 
rapprochement between unions in the two 
countries. In 2001, the UCLA Labor Center, 
led by its director Kent Wong hosted the first 
formal delegation of Chinese trade unions. 
In 2002, Wong arranged for a U.S. labor del-
egation led by Andy Stern, the president of 
Service Employees International Union, to 
meet with the top leaders of the Chinese 
unions. This marked the opening of relations 
by trade unions in the U.S. and the ACFTU. In 
2007, Anna Burger of Change to Win (CtW) 
visited China, ending a decades-long boy-
cott of China by U.S. Labor groups. Today, 

the AFL-CIO continues to debate its interna-
tional strategy; to focus more on corporate 
abuses and international enforcement of la-
bor rights, and not a policy of blaming China 
and its workers.

There is not a monolithic perspective with regards 
to U.S. workers either in terms of their relationships 
with corporations or with their relationship to work-
ers in other countries, including China. So, I do think 
it varies tremendously union-to-union, region-to- 
region, industry-to-industry, and whether we’re 
dealing with public or private sector workers. I do 
think the importance of these exchanges is that 
they put a human face on the workers of China. 
When you bring workers together and they share 
their stories they understand that conditions that 
Chinese workers face and their hopes, dreams, and 
aspirations are the same as workers in this country. 
So, I do think there is tremendous benefit in devel-
oping that understanding so there is not a blanket 
view either that U.S. workers have of China or  
Chinese workers or that people in China have of  
U.S. workers.

— Kent Wong, DIRECTOR, UCLA LABOR CENTER

Read our full interview with Kent Wong  

at www.uschinamediabrief.com
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Changing Lifestyles
and Consumption Patterns

OBSTACLES

Many economists think that if China is serious about boosting  
domestic consumption to help economic growth, it needs to:

n	 Implement institutional reform, such as providing a better 
social safety net for its citizens. Because of a weak safety net, 
soaring home prices and inflation-depressed wages, Chinese 
workers are pressured to save as much money as they can in 
state-run banks. 

n	 Overhaul the system of “state capitalism”. Up until now, the  
government has instructed its banks to loan the peoples’ savings 
to local governments, and state-backed businesses to pay for 
public work projects, infrastructure and real estate develop-
ment. As the New York Times noted, China’s impressive 
economic growth has to a great extent been underwritten by  
the household savings—not the spending” of its population.  
This economic system favoring state-run banks, industry and 
infrastructure over its workers has thus far allowed China to 
grow quickly and successfully, but will have to be overhauled  
if Chinese consumption is to be prioritized. 

LOOKING AHEAD

How successfully the Chinese government can manage this shift  
is unknown, especially since many economists fear that all the  
lending by Chinese banks over the last few years may actually hide a 
mountain of debt that will threaten economic growth for a long time. 

Yet, there is no question that Chinese consumption is going to be 
a big economic driver affecting much of the world in the near  
future. Experts predict that China’s share of global consumption 
is expected to increase from 5.2% ($1.72 trillion) in 2009 to 23.1%  
($15.94 trillion) in 2020, surpassing U.S. as the largest consumer 
market in the world. The  American consumer will continue to have 
clout but Karl Gerth notes in his book, “As China Goes, So Goes the 
World”, Chinese consumers are poised to transform the world.

 AMERICAN CONSUMPTION

Case in point—for the last three decades, American household  
consumption has been the engine driving both the American and 
global economy, with consumption accounting for more than two 
thirds of America’s GDP. Against a backdrop of declining savings 
rates and easy credit, America’s vast and consuming middle class 
spent with abandon. However, with the financial crises of 2008, 
high rates of consumption have lessened, and Americans are  
saving more. 

WORKERS/CONSUMERS. It is widely held that when a country reaches a 
certain level of development, its economic growth becomes increasingly 
driven by domestic consumption rather than investment and exports. 

80%
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40%
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  0

Spending

U.S.

China

Spending as 
a share of G.D.P.

Savings as a share
of disposable income

Savings Rate

’94      ’98      ’02      ’06      ’10 ’94      ’98      ’02      ’06      ’10

China

U.S.

2010  
Savings  
Rate:

China 

28%  
U.S.

3.9%

Source: New York Times, China’s Reluctant Consumers, Oct. 9, 2011.

CHINESE CONSUMPTION
On the other hand, China’s astounding economic growth of the 
last three decades has been achieved primarily through indus-
trial production, infrastructure-building, foreign investment 
and especially through exports (making it the perfect ally to 
Americans’ apparently unquenchable thirst for inexpensive 
goods). China’s own consumption rate (approx. 25% of GDP) is 
the lowest of any major economy. 

Recession has reduced demand for Chinese exports and the 
Chinese government realizes the need to move China to con-
sumption-led growth is overdue. Many recession-hit countries 
including the United States also want Chinese domestic  
consumption to increase so their own exports will be more  
attractive  which means more  jobs at home. 

The Chinese have certainly been consuming more in the last 
30 years (from 2007-2009, retail sales in China grew by 25%  
annually) and getting more comfortable with holding some debt 
(credit card balances rose more than 17% in 2009). However, 
serious challenges remain for China to reach the point where 
domestic consumption becomes the main engine of growth.  
If anything, China’s consumer spending has actually dropped  
in the last decade as a proportion of the overall economy (see 
Fig.  above).
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The Middle Class
A large and strong middle class that consumes is a key component in 
economic growth. There is no universal definition of middle class but 
one common measure is income, with the bottom fifth (20%) of wage 
earners designated lower class, the top fifth upper class, and the  
remaining 60% middle class. Still others take into account education, 
occupation, lifestyles, or consumption patterns. 

Chinese Middle Class:  By World Bank standards of incomes  
between $2 – $20/day, approximately 60% of China’s population is 
middle class. China’s National Bureau of Statistics released a sur-
vey result in 2005 which stated that the urban middle class should 
have a yearly income between 60,000 yuan ($7255 in 2005 dollars) 

and 500,000 yuan ($60,459). 
Other experts estimate a 
“global” middle class defini-
tion of households with daily 
expenditures between $10 
and $100 per person. That 
would put about 100 – 150 
million Chinese (8 – 11%  
of the population) in the  
middle class. However the 
middle class is defined, just 
about all experts expect  
that China’s middle class  
will grow exponentially in  
the next two decades.

A 2010 Credit Suisse survey of Chinese households found that  
between 2004 and 2009, the average household income of the  
40 – 60% income group grew by 98%.

American Middle Class: Measured by income, the American  
“middle class” is often taken as the 60% of American households that 
make roughly between $25,000 and $80,000 – $100,000 a year.  
In 2010, real median household income was $49,445 (a decline from 
$52,175 in 2008, from a high of $53,252 in 1999).

Consumption  
of Luxury Goods
China, currently the world’s second largest 
consumer of luxury goods, is expected 
to overtake Japan as the top market for 
luxury goods by the end of 2011. The 
United States ranks third. Most Chinese 
consumers of luxury goods are young 
and middle-aged, whereas American 
consumers are middle-aged and elderly. 
The average age of a Chinese Ferrari 
owner is 32, a U.S. owner is 47.

Where Does the Money Go?
The following charts show how the average American and Chinese  
urban consumer spend their annual paychecks (2009):

Alcohol & Tobacco: 3%
Clothing &  
Footwear: 9%

Communications:  
11%

Education: 6%

Food &
Beverages:
32%
Healthcare: 9%
Housing & 
Household  
Goods: 16%
Leisure & Hotels: 7%
Transportation: 4%
Miscellaneous: 3%

Clothing + Footwear: 3.8%

Food &  
Beverages: 12.4%
Healthcare: 5.7%

Housing   
& Household  
Goods:34.1%
Leisure + Hotels: 5.4%

Transportation: 
17.6%
Miscellaneous: 3%
Cash Contributions: 3.7%

Insurance, Pensions, 
Social Security: 10.8%

Alcohol + Tobacco: 1.6%

Education: 1.9%

Household Debt

$10,200 

8:1 

17:1
85% of Chinese households  

surveyed owned a home; 11% had 
a mortgage on the property.  

(Some of this is due to Chinese  
employers home purchase plans 

for employees in an attempt to 
limit indebtedness.)

Less than 1% of urban  
Chinese surveyed used loans for 

consumer goods.

About 12% of Chinese surveyed 
owned a car, with 6% of them  

borrowing money to buy it.

AVERAGE ANNUAL  
HOUSEHOLD INCOME

RATIO OF ASSETS:  
AVERAGE INCOME

RATIO OF DEBT:  
AVERAGE INCOME

HOME-OWNERSHIP  
DEBT

 
 
 
 

CONSUMER  
LOANS 

CAR  
OWNERSHIP

$84,300* 

8:1 

136:1
In 2007, 69% of Americans were 
home owners; 70% carried had 
a mortgage or home-equity loan. 
Under the U.S. tax code, the  
greatest subsidies go to those 
with the largest mortgage. 

47% of U.S. families have  
installment loans; 46% have 
credit card debt.

Anywhere from 73% to 91% 
of new car purchases involve 
financing.

URBAN CHINESE CONSUMER AMERICAN CONSUMER

Source: The above information was derived from a 2009 Citibank/Tsinghua  

University Survey of Chinese Consumer Finances. 

* Median Income = $47,300.00

Karl Gerth notes that the Chinese  
middle class (around 430 million)  
as any household which has at least  
6 of the above. 

MIDDLE CLASS BY CONSUMPTION:

CHINA’S BOOMING 
MIDDLE CLASS

S O U R C E :  B R O O K I N G S

2009

2020

2030

Poor Middle Class Rich
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1 0 0 %

5 0 %

Source: CLSA

Source: Consume Expenditures, U.S. Dept. of Labor, 

U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, April 2009.
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INCREASING INCOME INEQUALITY

One of the recent trends that the U.S. and 
China share in common is growing income 
inequality in family income. In both coun-
tries, the rich have become considerably 
richer. China: A Credit Suisse survey in 2010 
found that since 2004, the income for the top 
10% income households had risen by 255% 
compared with 50% for the bottom 20% in-
come households. America: Between 1979 
and 2007, average after-tax incomes for the 
top 1 percent rose by 281 percent after ad-
justing for inflation—an increase in income 
of $973,100 per household—compared to 
increases of 25 percent ($11,200 per house-
hold) for the middle fifth of households and 
16 percent ($2,400 per household) for the 
bottom fifth.

The United States is currently the 41st 
most unequal country in the world (faring 
worse than Cameroon and Iran), while China 
is the 51st most unequal country.

Such growing inequality in both countries 
has led to an environment of mistrust, resent-
ment, and political polarization. Although 
many Chinese may endorse and aspire to the 
activities and lifestyles of the rich and famous, 
they still tend to resent the way the economic 
elite got that way. There is strong public opin-
ion that corruption, influence peddling, and 
manipulation of public offices for private gain 
are the main reasons for wealth disparities. In 
the U.S., the Occupy-Wall-Street protests that 
sprouted in late 2011 tapped into American 
middle class anger that incomes had shrunk 
and jobs were lost but profiteers on Wall Street 
had increased their wealth at the expense of 
the middle class. 

How each country manages its economic 
inequality speaks not only to the health of 
its society, but will also be one of the greater 
challenges in the next decade. It has been 
argued that in the last decade, there has 
been a rise of a new global elite that is more 
industrious and meritocratic than their pre-
decessors, but is also highly global and less 
tethered to the nation-states that gave them 
their opportunities. That a group of Chinese 
and American elites may have more in com-
mon with each other than with their fellow 
citizens presents another challenging aspect 
to the march of globalization. 

Poverty 
Threshold

U.N. Poverty Line of $1/day. Weighted average Poverty  
threshold for family of four in  

2010 was $22,314.

Numbers 15%
Today there are about 150 million 
people living below the U.N. poverty 
line, and nearly 500 million people 
living on less than $2/day. A Credit 
Suisse survey found that between 
2004 and 2009, the income of  
the bottom 20% of households 
rose 50%.

15.1%
The poverty rate was 15.1% in 
2010 (up from 14.3% in 2009)  
as an additional 2.6 million people 
slipped into poverty, bringing  
the total number to 44.62 million, 
the highest level since 1993.

Who Is 
Affected

85% of China’s poor live in rural 
areas, with about 66% in West-
ern regions. China’s poverty among 
ethnic minorities is 2 to 3 times 
higher than among Han Chinese; 
and higher among children than 
adults (with 16% of boys and 17% of 

girls living in poverty).

Poverty rates for blacks and His-
panics greatly exceed the national 
average with 27.4% of blacks and 
26.6 percent of Hispanics living in 
poverty compared to 9.9 percent  
of non-Hispanic whites and 12.1%  
of Asians. In 2010, 36% of the  

poor population were children  
(16.4 million).

Growing Income Inequality
A LOOK AT POVERTY: CHINA THE UNITED STATES

A LOOK AT WEALTH (2009)

CHINA U.S.

Top 1%
41.4%

Top 1%
35.6%

95 – 99 
Percentile
27.9%

80 – 95 
Percentile
23.7%

Bottom 80
Percentile
12.8%

95 – 99 
Percentile
19.6%

Bottom  
95 Percentile
40%

Source: Economic Policy Institute, The State of Working America 2011, 

“Wealth Holdings Remain Unequal in Good and Bad Times.”

Source: “Income Gap: A Woe for China and U.S.”, China Daily, Oct 

12, 2010, http://news.xinhuanet.com/english2010/indepth/2010-

10/12/c_13552612.htm

EXPO Spotlight

China’s rise as a world power has often been attributed to the mobiliza-
tion of its massive inexpensive labor force to dominate manufacturing 
sectors, usually at the expense of social and environmental concerns. 
However, the Shanghai World Expo in 2010 (the “Expo”) represents a turn-
ing point in China’s history from manufacturing giant to socially con-
scious global leader. While there were over 73 million visitors to the Expo, 
the participants were not simply those who comprise the upper echelons 
of Chinese and international society. The Chinese government provided 
2.6 million free tickets to households in Shanghai encouraging atten-
dance by all members.  Millions of people, represented by a cacophony of 

dialects, blue-collar workers, grandmothers, and entire families guided by 
the industrialized nation’s etiquette were bused in from all provinces of 
China for attendance of the World Expo. Attendees marveled at many ex-
amples of China’s innovation and China’s emphasis on green energy such 
as the Theme Pavilion in the Expo featuring 5,000-square-meter “green 
walls” covered in plants, the largest ecological walls in the world. The Expo 
was not simply a demonstration of Chinese power to the international 
community; it was also about exposing Chinese citizens from all walks of 
life to a new level of globally conscious awareness—raising the bar once 
again for a maturing global leader.  — Walter Wang, Jr.
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FOR MORE THAN 200 
YEARS, Americans and 
Chinese have played a part 
in each other’s historical, 
economic, and cultural 
development.
In the 19th century, many Chinese migrated 
to the United States during the Gold Rush, 
and to help build the Transcontinental Rail-
road, even as the Chinese Exclusion Act of 
1882 reflected the ambivalence of Ameri-
cans toward Chinese immigrants. American 
missionaries meanwhile went to China to 
convert souls and would later end up found-
ing colleges and universities that were the 
precursors to China’s top universities today.

In the 20th century, politics dominated: the 
U.S.-China relationship was largely defined 
by seminal events like the establishment of 
the Republic of China in 1911, World War 
II in which the U.S. and China were allies, 
the establishment of the People’s Republic 
of China in 1949, the subsequent anticom-
munist Cold War politics of the U.S., and 
eventual rapprochement between the two 
countries.

At the start of the second decade of the 21st 
century, economics and trade are once again 
dominating Sino-American relations: the 
rise of capitalism in China and its vast struc-
tural, political, and economic changes are 
providing the basis for a renewed, sometimes 
contentious, and vigorous U.S.-China rela-
tionship. The following timeline also includes 
some seminal labor and work-related events 
in both countries.

1830  China is the top manufacturing country 
in the world, but will soon be replaced by 
England and then the United States by the 
end of the century.

1842  The first Opium War (1840-42) ends with the 
signing of Anglo-Chinese Treaty of Nanjing, 
which opens five Chinese cities and cedes 
Hong Kong Island to the British.

1845 Brit John Couper established the Couper 
Dock in Guangzhou, which represented the 
birth of the first group of industrial workers 
in China.

1866 The first national labor federation in the 
U.S.,—the National Labor Union—is founded. 
It later dissolves in 1872. 

1868  The Burlingame Treaty establishes formal 
friendly relations between the United States 
and China.

1882  The Chinese Exclusion Act is signed into 
law. It hereby restricted Chinese laborers 
from entering the country and would serve 
as precedent for other discriminatory 
immigration acts.

1886  The Haymarket Massacre in Chicago is the 
origin of international May Day (or Labour 
Day) observances. The American Federation 
of Labor (AFL) is formed from the merger 
of the Federation of Organized Trades and 
Labor Unions with the Knights of Labor. 

1911 The Republic of China is born under the 
leadership of Sun Yat Sen.

1914 Henry Ford doubles the average 
autoworker’s wages to US$5/day making 
the product workers were making—the 
Model T—more affordable to them. 
Historians often cite this as the beginning of 
the growth of the American middle class. 

1919  International Labor Organization set up 
at the Versailles Peace Conference. In the 
U.S., more than 4 million workers (21 % of 
the labor force) participate in around 3,600 
strikes, but membership will decline in the 
following decade in the face of economic 
prosperity. 

1919 In what has come to be known as the May 
4th Movement, Shanghai workers organize 
and strike in solidarity with merchants 
and students against China’s accession of 
Germany’s colonial possessions in China 

to Japan. This is seen as the birth of the 
Chinese worker’s movement. 

1921 The Chinese Communist Party (CCP) is 
founded in Shanghai.

1925 All-China Federation of Trade Unions 
(ACFTU) is established at the second 
National Worker’s Congress in Guangzhou.

 May Thirtieth Movement: a labor and 
anti-imperialist movement begins when 
Shanghai Municipal police officers open 
fire on Chinese protestors in Shanghai’s 
International Settlement. The shooting 
sparks international censure and nationwide 
antiforeign demonstrations.

1926-27 Three attempted takeovers of Shanghai 
by workers through military uprising are 
then suppressed by the Kuomintang (KMT) 
government in the April 12th coup.

1929-33 The Great Depression Era: 13 million 
Americans become unemployed throughout 
the nation.

1935  The Committee for Industrial Organization 
(CIO) is formed within the AFL to promote 
industrial unionism. The two organizations 
would split into different factions.

 Benjamin Fee helps to found the Chinese 
Workers Mutual Aid Association, which 
sought to help Chinese workers participate 
in the American labor movement.

1949 Chinese Communists defeat the 
Nationalists, establishing the People’s 
Republic of China (PRC). The Chinese 
Nationalist government of the Republic of 
China moves to Taiwan.

1955  The AFL and CIO merge, creating one of the 
largest labor unions in the United States 
with a membership estimated at 15 million.

1962  Cesar Chavez and Dolores Huerta form 
the United Farm Workers (UFW) in order to 
combat against unfair labor practices and 
exploitation of farm workers.

1965  The U.S. passes the 1965 Immigration Act, 
allowing large-scale “family reunification” 
immigration of Chinese to the U.S. for the 
first time.

1966 In mainland China, ACFTU is again dissolved 
in the wake of the Cultural Revolution.

 Events that took place in the U.S.

 Events that took place in China.

LEGEND:

U.S.-CHINA RELATIONS TIMELINE,  
1830 –2011
A Guide

Research:  
Sharon Owyang, Xin Zhang, Andrew Jung, Russell Leong
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What’s Ahead
A decade into the 21st century, as power 
shifts from the West to the East, and 
Americans and Chinese navigate changes 
in their workplaces and their lives 
brought about by globalization, the direc-
tion of U.S.-China relations remains very 
much an open-ended question. While 
leaders in both countries might find  
political benefit in demonizing the other, 
globalization has ensured that the U.S. 
and China need each other now more  
than ever, not just to help solve their  
individual countries’ economic and social 
problems as pointed to in this Brief, but to 
tackle common and long-term challenges 
such as environmental pollution and the 
scarcity of resources. 

Already, China consumes more grain, 
coal, steel and meat than the United 
States, and has topped the U.S. as a lead-
ing market for cars in 2009. Given these 
numbers will only continue to rise  
as China moves to a consumption-led  
economy, runaway pollution is a distinct 
possibility. It is imperative that the U.S. 
and China collectively manage the new 
Chinese consumerism (and continued  
U.S. consumerism) in a stable and sustain-
able way. This will be one of the biggest  
challenges facing us in the years to come.

2011  President Hu Jintao makes his first state 
visit to the White House. • The Beijing-
Shanghai highspeed railway is completed, 
but its rollout is marred by power outages, 
accusations of corruption, and a deadly train 
crash in July. 

2011  President Hu Jintao makes his first state 
visit to the White House. • In October, 
a series of Occupy Wall Street-inspired 
protests occur throughout the country. 

1968  Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. is assassinated in 
Memphis, Tennessee while organizing the 
Poor People’s Campaign, which focused on 
economic issues such as jobs, income, and 
housing.

1978 Deng Xiaoping sets China on the path of 
economic reform; ACFTU holds its first 
congress since 1957.

1980 The First Special Economic Zone is 
established in Shenzhen, mainland China. 
Export-oriented growth model based on 
cheap labor begins to emerge.

1982  Chinese American Vincent Chin is killed in 
Detroit by two recently laid-off disgruntled 
autoworkers who mistook him for Japanese 
and blamed him for the competition that 
had taken their jobs.

1984 14 coastal cities are completely opened to 
foreign investment in mainland China. Later, 
Deng Xiaoping boosts “open-door” policy 
to encourage foreign direct investments to 
mainland China.

1999  The AFL-CIO reverses their long-standing 
position of opposing undocumented 
workers and adopts a new platform of 
inclusion for all workers.

2000  The United States permanently grants 
China the status of “Most Favored Nation.”

2001  Elaine Chao is appointed Secretary of Labor 
by the Bush Administration, making her the 
first Chinese American woman appointed to 
a president’s cabinet.

2001  China gains entry into the World Trade 
Organization (WTO) and is awarded the 
2008 Summer Olympics.

2002  Andy Stern, then-president of the SEIU, 
pays his first visit to China, representing the 
opening of relations by trade unions in the 
U.S. with the ACFTU.

2006  The first trade union organization in 
Wal-Mart is founded in Quanzhou, Fujian 
province in China. There still remain no 
other Wal-Mart unions outside of China.

2007  Anna Burger, of Change-to-Win, makes 
a tour of China, ending a decades-long 
boycott of China by U.S. labor groups.

2008-09 A financial crises sparked by among 
other things risky sub-prime mortgages, 
reckless lending by financial institutions 
(who eventually received a bailout by 
U.S. taxpayers), a real-estate bubble, the 
collapse of Lehman Brothers, negative 
savings rate, and an unbalanced U.S. 
monetary policy leads to a global recession. 

2008  Beijing holds the Games of the XXIX 
Olympiad, or Olympics, after winning 
an absolute majority of votes by the 
International Olympic Committee in 2001.

2009  Chinese labor representatives from 

Guangzhou Federation of Trade Unions 
participate in UCLA’s “Work and Inequality 
in the Global Economy Conference.”  
This is the first time an American union, 
AFL-CIO, sponsors a delegation of Chinese 
workers and representatives to visit the 
United States.

2009  Pres. Barack Obama on a four-nation trip 
visits China for the first time. • China injects 
$500 billion into shoring up investments 
and infrastructure in its economy, which 
continues to post GDP growth of 10% 
despite the global recession. • China also 
enacts a revised “Labor Contract Law” to 
better protect workers’ rights against being 
dismissed without cause. This is widely 
seen as contributing to increased costs 
on the part of foreign companies. • China 
supplants the U.S. as the world’s largest 
auto market, ending more than a century of 
American dominance that started with the 

Model T Ford.

2009  Two Chinese Americans are appointed to 
the Obama cabinet: Steven Chu, Secretary 
of Energy, and Gary Locke, Secretary of 
Commerce. 

2010  In the first six months of the year, 13 
workers in Southern China commit suicide 
at Foxconn, one of the largest makers of 
electronic components for international 
high-tech giants, including Apple, Dell, and 
Hewlett-Packard. • In May, disgruntled 
workers at Honda factories in southern 
China demand and receive wage increases 
and better working conditions in the 
factories. • China surpasses Japan as 
the second largest economy in the world, 
behind the United States. • Shanghai hosts 
the World Expo.
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