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1
The “China Price”: Police-State 

Capitalism and the Great Acceleration 
of Global Consumption

china and the second industrial revolution

In her gripping exposé of human misery and environmental ruin, The 
China Price, Alexandra Harney writes that “American companies have 
been moving manufacturing offshore for decades . . . But never has one 
country yielded such visible price declines on such a wide range of goods 
in such a short period of time [as China]. It is as though the world has 
been watching a second industrial revolution unfold.”1 China’s rise was 

Figure 1.1
Credit: Dan Wasserman, Tribune Content Agency 
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made possible by revolutionary changes in technology and manufacturing 
processes—computerization, the internet, and the modularization of pro-
duction that permitted sourcing components from several nations. Taken 
together, these opened the way for Western companies to relocate entire 
industries to distant shores and source inputs and products “just in time” 
from multiple (and often competing) factories around the world. 

What gave China the advantage as an export platform over, say, India—
which had at least as many millions of hungry jobless workers—was that 
China had a highly organized and effective developmental party-state that 
could not only furnish labor and control labor costs, but could also clear 
land and concentrate resources to plan and build the industrial parks, 
and the infrastructure to facilitate the development of the SEZs (power 
plants, ports, roads, railways, telecommunications, and so on), and could 
also build and staff industry-focused technical schools, universities, and 
research centers. Milton Friedman liked to ridicule Stalinism by insisting 
that central planning was “impossible,” and could “never work.” That was 
before China. By comparison, India’s dysfunctional ruling class can’t even 
provide toilets for its citizens, or pick up the trash, let alone provide elec-
tricity, modern container ports, high-speed trains, or a skilled industrial 
work force. In the twenty-first century, hundreds of millions of Indians 
remain unconnected to an electrical grid.2 Unmanaged refuse accumu-
lates into “mountains” that collapse killing people and cause tuberculosis, 
dengue fever, and poisoned ground water.3 India’s air pollution is now as 
bad as if not worse than China’s despite having far less industry.4 And Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi wants to compete with China?

The “Miracle” of China’s Police-State Capitalism

Over the past four decades China’s comparative advantage in the world 
economy has lain in three crucial factors: 

• Dramatic cost reductions made possible by the provision of vast 
numbers of semi-coerced ultra-cheap workers to power light manu-
facturing for export—kept cheap, at least up to the mid-2000s, by the 
police state-led militarization of employment in the export zones, 
including the suppression of worker resistance and unionization 
efforts.5 Even with wage increases since the mid-2000s, no other 
developing country, such as Vietnam, can match China’s provision of 
such huge numbers of skilled, experienced workers, or match its infra-
structure. And nowhere else would workers work around the clock. 
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As Susan Helper, the former chief economist at the US Department of 
Commerce puts it: “China is not just cheap. It’s a place where, because 
it’s an authoritarian government, you can marshal 100,000 people to 
work all night for you.”6

• Further dramatic cost reductions have been made possible by 
contempt for, and lack of spending on, environmental protection. 
The “China price” is due to investors’ freedom to pollute as much as 
to their freedom to exploit ultra-cheap labor.7 Lots of industries—
chemicals, plastics, tanneries, metal plating, painting, textile dyeing, 
electronics, and others—moved to China mainly to escape “oppres-
sive” environmental and health and safety regulations in the US, 
Japan, and Europe.

• The capacity of China’s developmental state to work closely with 
foreign and domestic investors to build the physical infrastructure, 
the schools and universities, and teach English to millions of young 
people.8 

By comparison, India suffers from numerous disadvantages in its bid to 
become an export powerhouse. High on this list is its political system—
democracy. Modi complains that democracy is a barrier to development 
because he can’t get his parliament to overhaul labor laws that favor 
workers. Nor can he get rid of land laws that prevent the converting of 
farmland to factory sites. India’s workers strike when they feel aggrieved, as 
they did when Modi attempted to make it easier to fire them.9 By contrast, 
independent trade unions are illegal in China, the right to strike was deleted 
from the national constitution in 1982, and labor organizers are routinely 
locked up, or worse. Chinese workers have nevertheless fought back, in 
waves of illegal strikes and protests in the early 1990s and the early 2000s; 
and from 2010 they succeeded in winning wage increases, improvements in 
working conditions, reductions in employer abuse, legal limits on overtime, 
and other gains.10 But Xi’s government has taken an increasingly hard line 
against labor unrest in recent years, closing down labor-focused NGOs and 
arresting strikers en masse.11 

Furthermore, China’s land developers don’t have to bother with public 
hearings, environmental impact statements, or recalcitrant legislatures. 
Since the government owns all the land in China, local officials have had 
the law on their side when they’ve evicted hundreds of millions of farmers 
from their land—with or without compensation—to build new dams, 
ports, industrial parks, and railways, or to expand existing conurbations 
and build entirely new cities. By contrast, the Indian government, founded 
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in 1947, still doesn’t even fully control its own territory. Since the 1960s, 
New Delhi has waged an on-and-off war with armed Maoist rebels who 
control sizeable rural strongholds across the center of the country and often 
side with peasants against industrial expropriators. 

It’s difficult to overstate the importance of this advantage for speeding 
industrialization and modernization. China has built entire subway systems 
in 22 cities since 2008. This was only possible because the central gov-
ernment could mobilize and concentrate funds and resources on massive 
infrastructure projects like this and because local officials could, by fiat, 
dig up entire neighborhoods to install tunnels and stations.

China has other important social and cultural advantages over India. 
Notably, the absence of feudal-era caste barriers, and the presence of an 
organized, modernizing ruling class not unlike Japan’s Meiji rulers. China 
has also benefited from the close proximity to wealthy ethnically Chinese 
industrialists and investors in Hong Kong, Taiwan, and Singapore, many 
with family connections in the coastal provinces and all of them keen to 
get into China on the ground floor. Those investors and industrialists 
provided the bulk of foreign direct investment (FDI) capital in the 
early years of Reform and Opening (gaige kaifang) in the 1980s. These 
advantages played important roles, but China’s most crucial systemic 
comparative advantage was and is its highly organized, police state-backed 
model of capitalism. 

The “China Price”

China’s masses of cheap migrant workers were a magnet for the world’s 
most labor-intensive manufacturing and assembly industries. The unbeat-
able combination of seemingly limitless supplies of ultra-cheap industrial 
workers; state-guaranteed labor peace and political stability; and good roads, 
railways, ports, and telecommunications attracted vast inflows of Western 
capital and modern means of production into China’s export zones from 
the 1980s, turning China into an export manufacturing powerhouse. By 
the 1990s China had more than 104 million manufacturing workers, about 
twice as many as the US, Canada, Japan, Germany, France, Italy, and the UK 
combined. They worked shifts of between 8 and 16 hours, often 7 days a 
week, for an average of $0.57 per hour in 2002—less than British handloom 
operators earned in the early Industrial Revolution by one estimate. This 
“China price” set the global floor for high-volume light-industrial manu-
facturing from the 1980s and enabled companies to produce consumer 
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goods at between half and a tenth (or less) of the cost of manufacturing 
them in the US, Europe, or Japan.12 

Those export earnings in turn underwrote the fastest national indus-
trialization and modernization in history. In 1990, China’s share of the 
world’s manufacturing output by value was just 2.4 percent. By 2006 this 
had risen to more than 12 percent, and to nearly 25 percent by 2015. By 
2015 China produced 80 percent of the world’s air-conditioners, 70 percent 
of its smartphones, and 60 percent of its shoes, while accounting for 43 
percent of global clothing exports.13 China became the world’s largest 
exporter in 2009, overtaking Germany, and world’s largest manufacturer in 
2015, ending America’s 110-year run at the top. Its export industries now 
produce everything from basic consumer goods to computers, cars, and 
components for Boeing aircraft. In 1980 China’s per capita GDP was just 
$250, less than that of Pakistan. By 2014, total GDP had surpassed Japan to 
rank second behind the US. China’s economy grew by more than 10 percent 
per year between 1992 and 2011. “Looking back,” Vaclav Smil writes, “it is 
now clear that China’s three post-1980s decades added up not only just to 
the fastest, but also to the largest, economic advance in history.”14 

Figure 1.2 Newly installed nets to prevent workers from jumping to their deaths 
at one of Foxconn's factory buildings in the township of Longhua in Guangdong 
province on June 2, 2010. Ten workers died at the company's base in southern 
China in 2010, all apparently suicides. The deaths triggered investigations by 
Apple and other big clients, including Dell Inc.
Credit: Bobby Yip/Reuters/Newscom
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Unfree Labor in China’s Militarized Special Economic Zones 

Even the machine is nodding off
Sealed workshops store diseased iron
Wages concealed behind curtains
Like the love that young workers bury at the bottom of their hearts
With no time for expression, emotion crumbles into dust
They have stomachs forged of iron
Full of thick acid, sulfuric and nitric
Industry captures their tears before they have the chance to fall

Figure 1.3 Foxconn workers’ dormitory in Shenzhen, with windows 
clad in bars to prevent suicides. 
Credit: Courtesy of Jenny Chan, 2018
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Time flows by, their heads lost in fog
Output weighs down their age, pain works overtime day and night
In their lives, dizziness before their time is latent
The jig forces the skin to peel
And while it’s at it, plates on a layer of aluminum alloy
Some still endure, while others are taken by illness
I am dozing between them, guarding
The last graveyard of our youth.

– “The Last Graveyard” by Xu Lizhi15

China’s rise has however come at horrific social and environmental costs. 
Numerous reports and studies have documented the pitiless exploitation 
that hundreds of millions of migrant industrial workers have endured for 
decades in the militarized export factories of the SEZs. Working conditions 
are shockingly dangerous, safety is callously disregarded, management is 
paramilitary, and competition is Darwinian.16

work hard on the job today  
or work hard to find a job tomorrow 

– Wording of a banner at the Foxconn Chengdu plant17

With 1.3 million employees in 2012,18 Apple’s Taiwanese subcontractor 
Hon Hai Precision Industry Co. Ltd., better known as Foxconn, is emblem-
atic of this industrial regime.19 Foxconn is China’s largest employer. Its 
factories assemble iPhones, iPads, and devices for other vendors, and are 
notorious for excruciating exploitation. Slavery was certainly more brutal; 
wages were always cheaper in Bangladesh; but no other large-scale factory 
system anywhere has squeezed more labor out of workers for lower wages 
than Foxconn. The founder, chairman, and general manager of Foxconn 
Terry Gou has perfected Taylorism in his electronics assembly sweatshops, 
driving desperate young migrants to work twelve-to-sixteen-hour days 
with barely a day or two off per month. Foxconn workers spend months 
and even years working at a single task consisting of high-speed repetitive 
motions, are exposed to dangerous chemicals and dust, and suffer humili-
ating and physically brutal punishments—until they simply wear out, their 
health or eyesight fails, and they quit, or even commit suicide.20

“Suicide Express”

China’s migrant workers live in conditions of unfreedom unmatched 
anywhere outside of North Korea. Despite some limited reforms over the 
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years their “socialist” government has treated them as second-class citizens 
and denied them full citizenship rights; the hukou (household registration) 
necessary to live permanently in the cities where they work; the right to 
urban social services; and the right to bring their families and send their 
children to public schools. Their “workers’ state” has routinely backed 
employers in disputes, denying workers the right to form trades unions 
or strike, and has arrested, imprisoned, tortured, and sometimes killed 
labor activists.21 Given all this it’s perhaps not surprising that by the 2000s, 
workers in the SEZs had begun turning to suicide in final desperate acts of 
protest.22 

Jenny Chan writes movingly of one such young woman, seventeen-year-
old Tian Yu, who in despair tried to end it all by jumping from the fourth 
floor of her Foxconn dormitory building, only to survive, paralyzed for 
life: 

[Tian Yu endured] the accumulated effects of endless assembly line toil, 
punishing work schedules, harsh factory discipline, a friendless dormi-
tory, rejection from managers and administrators, compounded by the 
company’s failure to [pay] her, and then her inability to make contact 
with friends and family . . . “I was so desperate my mind went blank,” 
[she said].23

Since 2010 dozens of migrant workers at factories operated by Foxconn 
and other companies have committed or attempted suicide; including 
mass suicides—jumping from buildings in groups, or collectively swal-
lowing pesticides in public. Foxconn responded to the wave of suicides by 
wrapping factories and dorms with “suicide prevention nets” and forcing 
workers to sign this pledge in order to be hired:

Should any injury or death arise for which Foxconn cannot be held 
accountable (including suicides and self-mutilation), I hereby agree to 
hand over the case to the company’s legal and regulatory procedures. I 
myself and my family member will not seek extra compensation above 
that required by the law so that the company’s reputation would not be 
ruined and its operation remains stable.24

We haven’t seen this since the Middle Passage, when slave ship captains 
hung up “anti-jumping nets” to prevent slaves from ending it all before 
they reached their fate on American plantations. In his brilliant compara-
tive historical study of modern neo-slavery and resistance in Shenzhen, 
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Goodbye iSlave: A Manifesto for Digital Abolition, Jack Qiu writes that 
“suicides—more than four centuries ago on the slave ships, or in Foxconn 
neighborhoods in 2010—result from existential despair,” and are “at the 
same time, an ultimate act of defiance to free oneself from that despair 
while denying [others] the right of ownership.”25 

How Long Can the “Miracle” Built on iSlave Labor Last? 

Chan, Qiu and others show that what’s really “special” about the SEZs is 
that workers can be subjected to extreme exploitation only because the 
CCP has created such an all-embracing police state that migrant workers 
have become virtually slaves, coerced by their employers, sometimes even 
unable to quit their jobs.26 China’s celebrated “miracle economy” and its 
“comparative advantage” in world trade are built above all on semi-slave 
labor. 

That’s why, when Gou tried to replicate his profit “miracle” in Brazil and 
elsewhere—including building a new factory in Wisconsin in 2018—the 
economics didn’t work. He couldn’t pull it off because he found that in cap-
italist states, unlike in “socialist” China, workers are free to organize and 
strike and they don’t have to submit to sixteen-hour days and Industrial 
Revolution-era wages; so Foxconn beat a retreat back to China.27 

That’s also why, when workers began fighting back and striking from 
the 1990s, and as their strikes and protests forced the government to raise 
minimum wages at the turn of the century, Foxconn and other employ-
ers turned to exploiting tens of millions of teenage “student interns” from 
trade schools and colleges.28 The government coerces schools which in 
turn coerce teachers who then coerce students by preventing them from 
graduating if they don’t submit to spending a summer or even a whole year 
working twelve-hour shifts and six-day weeks in Foxconn’s “iSlave” factor-
ies, under conditions and pay that violate the government’s own labor laws. 
As one “student-iSlave” assembler of Hewlett-Packard computers told the 
Wall Street Journal: “I was suddenly told I had to spend the summer making 
computers or I couldn’t graduate. I feel like I was tricked.” Such interns com-
prised 15 percent of the million-strong labor force in Foxconn’s factories 
during the summer of 2010, and the use or abuse of teenage student interns 
has continued.29 But with these student iSlaves resisting and organizing too, 
it’s not clear how long China’s comparative advantage in semi-slave labor 
can last. 
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disposable workers producing disposable products  
for a disposable world

That’s the labor side of the story. But I also want to draw attention to another 
side of this exploitation—the environmental costs of what those workers 
make. As Harney notes, the advent of the “China price” enabled export 
industries backed by Western investment to effect the deepest cuts in the 
production costs of light industrial goods since the Industrial Revolution. 
This price revolution in turn demolished industry after industry around the 
world, especially in the US. First, plummeting costs enabled foreign-owned 
China-based exporters to wipe out the last categories of what had been 
consumer durables—shoes, garments, furniture, appliances, and home and 
office electronics—and replace them with cheap and/or rapidly obsolescing 
disposables. Secondly, technological innovations, especially in electronics, 
created continuous waves of entirely new products and categories, new 
“needs” that included laptops, smartphones, tablets, games consoles, drones, 
and so on, mostly produced in China. Thirdly, the transition to capitalism 
in China itself, and capitalist expansion in other developing nations since 
the 1980s, has dramatically increased the number of global “mass consum-
ers” which, together with the changes just noted above, has powered what 
social scientists have termed the “great acceleration” of global consumption 
since the mid-twentieth century.30 

When China launched Reform and Opening in the early 1980s and 
invited foreign investors to set up joint ventures, and later wholly owned 
foreign-invested enterprises in its coastal SEZs, the combination of ultra-
cheap labor and minimal environmental restrictions attracted many of 
the world’s dirtiest and least sustainable industries. Steel, coke, aluminum, 
cement, chemicals and petrochemicals, metal plating, leather tanning, 
plastics, paints and finishes, synthetic fibers and textile production, fabric 
dyeing, paper production—facing increasingly tough environmental 
restrictions at home in the US and Europe—relocated to China after 1980.31 
Furthermore, China became the world’s biggest car battery and electronics 
recycling center. Seventy percent of the world’s e-waste has been dumped 
in China since the 1980s (that is until the government finally banned those 
imports in January 2018).32

Cheap Chinese labor spurred the biggest boom in global consumption 
in history. From the 1980s, as prices fell year after year, Western consum-
ers bought more and more of almost everything that China exported. The 
West lost millions of industrial jobs to China but Western consumers bene-
fited from the free fall of prices for most light-industrial goods. While the 
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cost of housing, cars and fuel, air travel, medical care, higher education, 
and other needs has steadily risen in the US, the price of clothes, shoes, 
toys, most tools and appliances, furniture, and consumer electronics has 
plummeted. The sudden availability of such a huge pool of ultra-cheap 
workers also spurred a minor industrial revolution, enabling producers to 
annihilate most of the remaining categories of durable goods and replace 
them with cheaper, disposable alternatives. With the disposables revolu-
tion, local tailors and alteration shops, shoe repair shops, appliance repair 
shops, television repairmen, furniture restorers, re-upholsterers, and the 
like all but vanished in the West as it became cheaper to toss and replace 
than repair. This in turn spurred an unprecedented acceleration of global 
natural resource plunder. 

“Trashion Fashion”: The Environmental Costs of  
the Disposable Garments Revolution

If H&M really want to move towards a sustainable future, they kind of 
have to not exist.

– Jemima Kelly, the Financial Times33

Take clothing. In 1960 the average American household spent over 10 
percent of its income on clothing and shoes—the equivalent of roughly 
$4,000 today—but the average person purchased fewer than 25 garments 
per year. Today the average American household spends less than 3.5 
percent of its budget on clothing and shoes—under $1,800—yet it buys 
nearly three times as many garments, an average of 70 per person per year, 
more than one per week.34 Shoe consumption has increased even more 
rapidly as prices have plummeted with the advent of disposable shoes and 
sneakers that can’t be re-soled. 

“Fast fashion”—or “trashion fashion”—from H&M, Target, Zara, and 
others, now rules the apparel market, with clothes so cheap it’s often 
not worth the cost of dry cleaning them. As Elizabeth Cline relates in 
Overdressed: The Shockingly High Cost of Cheap Fashion: “Seasonal shopping 
patterns have given way to continuous consumption.” Zara delivers new 
lines twice a week, while H&M and Forever 21 stock new styles every 
day. The number of fashion seasons has increased from two a year in the 
1960s—spring/summer and autumn/winter—to as many as 100 “micro-
seasons” today. The average American is now purchasing 60 percent more 
items of clothing compared with the year 2000, but each garment is kept for 
half as long.35 In Cline’s words, “buying so much clothing and treating it as 
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if it is disposable, is putting a huge added weight on the environment and 
is simply unsustainable.” Between the pesticides, chemical dyes, synthetic 
fibers, and water consumption, garments consume enormous quantities of 
natural and industrial resources. Apparel is one of the world’s most pollut-
ing industries.36 The $2.5-trillion global clothing and footwear industry is 
also said to be responsible for 8 percent of global greenhouse gas emissions, 
nearly as much as the EU.37 

Cotton, which accounts for one third of all fibers found in textiles, is a 
thirsty crop. The cotton needed to produce one shirt requires 2,700 liters of 
water—what one person drinks in two and a half years. Growing so much 
cotton severely stresses water reserves. In Central Asia the Aral Sea has 
nearly disappeared because cotton farmers have diverted the rivers that 
used to fill it. In other places, aquifers are being drawn down unsustainably 
to grow cotton. Cotton farming consumes 24 percent of insecticides and 
11 percent of pesticides, despite using about 3 percent of the world’s arable 
land.38 The US cotton crop requires the application of 22 billion pounds of 
toxic pesticides every year. Synthetic fibers like polyester have less impact 
on water and land than natural fibers like cotton, but they have other dele-
terious environmental consequences. A polyester shirt is responsible for 
more than twice the carbon emissions of a cotton shirt. Polyester produc-
tion for textiles released about 1.5 trillion pounds of greenhouse gases in 
2015, the equivalent of about 185 coal-fired power plants.

Most fibers are dyed or bleached, treated in toxic chemical baths to 
make them brighter, softer, more fade resistant, waterproof, or less prone 
to wrinkles. Upholstery fabrics and children’s pajamas are treated with 
ghastly chemicals to make them fireproof or stain resistant. These toxic 
baths consume immense quantities of chemicals and water, and in China 
the chemicals have been routinely dumped in rivers and lakes, untreated, 
for decades (see Chapter 3). Then, after all these chemical treatments, the 
fabrics are dried under heat lamps. These processes consume enormous 
quantities of energy. The textile industry is one of the largest sources of 
greenhouse gas emissions in the world, and it’s growing exponentially. 

In 1950, when there were about 2.5 billion people on earth, they consumed 
around 10 million tons of fabric for all uses. Today the world population 
has exceeded 7 billion, but we consume more than 70 million tons of fabric 
annually, nearly 3 times as much per capita. Producing 70 million tons of 
fabric consumes astounding quantities of resources, including more than 
145 million tons of coal and between 1.5 and 2 trillion gallons of fresh water, 
every year. Synthetic fibers like polyester are the worst, consuming between 
10 and 25 times as much energy to produce as natural fibers. What’s more, 
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synthetic fibers are “poisoning our waterways and food chain on a massive 
scale,” and plasticizing the oceans.39 In short, fast fashion is accelerating the 
disposal of Planet Earth.40 At the end of the day, the only solution to fast 
fashion-led planetary destruction is to stop making the stuff, shut down 
the production lines and retail operations, and produce durable clothing 
instead. 

“iPhones Hardly Have a Shelf Life Greater Than a Loaf of Bread” 

And what’s true for China’s garment industry has been true for most of the 
rest of China’s export industries. From cheap disposable shoes and clothes, 
toys, tools, housewares, Christmas junk, and flimsy plastic appliances 
to meticulously made and expensive (but nevertheless designed-to-be-
obsolesced) iPhones and 60-inch flat-screen televisions, most of the 
world’s light-industrial goods are made in China and they are, for the most 
part, deliberately designed to be technically or fashionably obsolesced— 
unrepairable and mostly unrecyclable. Responding to Apple’s attempt to 
greenwash its energy-hogging, resource-wasting, suicide-riddled Chinese 
iFactories by issuing so-called “green bonds,” one critic complained that

Maybe Apple could actually put environmental credentials into their 
products by making them have repairable, replaceable and non-pro-
prietary parts, not issuing a new model every few months with ever so 
minor “upgrades.” iPhones hardly have a shelf life greater than a loaf of 
bread . . . 100% renewable energy? What a joke. What they mean by that 
is the use of energy at their offices, not at the companies they outsource 
their manufacturing to, and not to the companies that provide the mate-
rials, which are both far more energy intensive.41

What’s more, with its exciting new leasing plan, “eager gadget fans” can now 
get “A new iPhone every year,” as one headline in the Daily Mirror read in 
2015. That’s obviously a good thing from the standpoint of Apple and the 
advert-hustling Mirror but they don’t pause to consider the environmental 
cost of our disposable world. At a product event in March 2016, Apple’s vice 
president for worldwide marketing remarked that it was “really sad” that 
more that 600 million computers in use today are more than five years old. 
Sad not for the users, because the technology is such that it’s not really nec-
essary to frequently upgrade your computers, but sad for Apple’s balance 
sheet if they can’t sell you trivially upgraded versions every year.42


