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Everything about China is big. Its population, 1.3 billion, is the largest in the world. Its area--3,705,405 square miles (9,596,960 square kilometers)--is the fourth largest, after that of Russia, Canada, and the U.S. And its labor force, with 803,300,000 workers, is the world's largest. 
China also has age on its side, with a rich culture, traditions, and technological advances dating back more than 40 centuries. An early producer of paper, gunpowder, and silk, China is today a leader in the manufacture of the world's retail goods. The move that began in the 1970s from a centrally planned economy toward a market-oriented one resulted in more private, entrepreneurial businesses and foreign investment—and propelled the rise of a vibrant middle class. Urbanization also followed, as 90 to 300 million people left rural areas for a new life working in manufacturing plants or the booming construction industry. With this development came pollution: China is now the world's largest producer and consumer of coal, on which it relies for energy. And extensive dam building to produce hydroelectricity has displaced whole villages and towns. 

Not everything in China is in flux, however. Despite the country's tremendous economic growth, the government still maintains strict control over dissidents.

China's Ethnic Groups
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The People's Republic of China is the most populous country in the world, with about 1.3 billion people—a fifth of Earth’s population. The country is also distinguished by its age. According to the National Geographic Atlas of the World: "China has perhaps the world's longest continuous civilization; for more than 40 centuries its people created a culture with strong philosophies, traditions, and values. The start of the Han dynasty 2,200 years ago marked the rise of military power that created an empire—one that provided a golden age in art, politics, and technology. Ethnic Chinese still refer to themselves as the 'People of Han.'" 

Although the Han Chinese make up over 90 percent of the country's population, China is a multiethnic society. The government officially recognizes 55 minority "nationalities," or ethnic groups, who live in nearly two-thirds of the country. Some minorities have been so thoroughly absorbed into the mainstream that their status as separate peoples has nearly been lost; others strive to maintain their own distinctive customs, costumes, and languages. The strong presence of minorities in places such as Inner Mongolia and Tibet has led the government to designate several autonomous regions, conferring on them some small measure of political and cultural rights. 

China's Manufacturing Industry
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By Ben Block
"Made in China" may be the most common phrase found on manufactured products around the globe. A powerful combination of efficient factories, cheap labor, and massive international investment has enabled Chinese companies to become major producers of everything from shoes to computers to musical instruments. China makes more crude steel, cement, fertilizer, and woven cotton fabrics than any other country. And based on revenue growth between 2006 and 2007, China (including Hong Kong) is home to five of the world’s ten fastest growing publicly held manufacturers. 

The growth spurt began in 1979, when China offered tax breaks to foreign investors willing to put capital into four designated coastal cities. Now more than 40 Chinese cities have become "special economic zones," and the cities and foreign trade have boomed. China became the world’s number one recipient of foreign direct investment in 2003, though it has since fallen behind the United States. Most of the country’s trade involves imported cheap materials that are transformed into new products. Manufactured goods, which made up less than half the country's exports in 1978, now account for 94.5 percent of exports.

The key to China's success goes beyond trade incentives—it lies in the nation's access to human capital. Many foreign companies prefer to manufacture their products in China because cheap labor is abundant. Since the markets were liberalized in the 1970s, an estimated 90 to 300 million rural workers have moved to industrialized cities as part of what some consider the largest migration in human history. The members of this vast employment pool work on assembly lines, sleep in factory dorms, and eat in factory cafeterias. 

China's manufacturers are often criticized for having poor working conditions. Although the country's labor code mandates that the workweek be capped at an average of 44 hours, employees often work a 12-hour shift each day. In 2006 workers in publicly owned manufacturing plants averaged a salary of just $188 per month. Yet as the yuan's value increases, more and more factories are moving inland or to Southeast Asia, where land and labor cost even less. 

China’s Middle Class
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In the past decade an urban middle class has emerged in China, bringing with it grand aspirations for freedom and luxury. It's difficult to define this rising class precisely, but in general the families earn at least $10,000 a year, own their own apartment and car, buy high-end foreign brands, eat out regularly, take vacations, and are familiar with foreign ideas. Perhaps 100 to 150 million people—out of a population of 1.3 billion—are considered part of China's soaring middle class.
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  beach scene in China
Yet these newfound freedoms have created anxiety, as people who grew up in a socialistic society feel compelled to get ahead and acquire more. The pressure is especially hard on the children of the middle class, who are pushed by their parents to excel in school so that eventually they’ll make more money and gain higher social status.

Crab-stick Pizza, Anyone?
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Restaurant chains long familiar to diners in the U.S. are now proliferating in China. KFC, which arrived in1987, has become the favorite quick-service eatery on the mainland, with some 2,000 restaurants 
in 420 cities. Pizza Hut has opened 300 restaurants that cater to a casual dine-in crowd. The menu reflects the chain’s adopted culture: One of the most popular pies comes topped with seafood, crab stick, pineapple, and green peppers. 

Patrons are often young adults socializing in small groups—away from multigenerational family meals in crowded and noisy Chinese restaurants. To the members of this more affluent generation, Pizza Hut, McDonald's, and KFC are places to see and be seen. And in yet another sign of change, both McDonald's and KFC are capitalizing on the growing trend toward car ownership, adding drive-through lanes to meet the urban rush. 

In a land where teahouses have proliferated for thousands of years, coffee is now the trendy choice. Students often carry packets of instant coffee to tide them over during the day, but relaxing at Starbucks over a pricey $3.50 latte is the latest after-hours pastime. The Seattle-based chain, which expanded into major Chinese cities beginning in 1999, now has hundreds of stores where the patrons often linger for hours. Not everyone has taken a liking to the U.S. coffee icon, however, and a blog campaign to remove Starbucks from its Forbidden City location is under way.
High-quality wine is another newcomer to China's burgeoning culinary scene. The preference has long been for beer and hard liquor, but wine, domestic and imported, has been making inroads over the past decade. Touted for its health benefits and cachet, imported wine, once too expensive for most people, is finding favor with newly affluent drinkers. Spotting this huge market potential, exporters in the United States, France, Spain, South Africa, Argentina, and Chile are vying with long-established and ever-competitive domestic brands—Great Wall, Zhangyu, Dynasty—to capture the palates and wallets of China's emerging middle class. 

Contemporary Architecture in China
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China is experiencing an immense building boom, fueled by a robust economy that's been expanding since economic reforms began nearly 30 years ago. Beijing, host to the 2008 Summer Olympics, has committed some 40 billion dollars to build a "New Beijing"—upgrading the city's facilities and infrastructure in time for the games. With tens of thousands of projects under way, the country has become an architect's playground.

Most of the high-profile projects—especially in the skyscraper towns of Beijing and Shanghai—have been designed by foreign architects. They're attracted to China's broad canvas, vast low-wage workforce, and 24/7 construction schedule. Moreover, Chinese architects have had to play catch-up since Mao Zedong's Cultural Revolution (1966-1976), when architects were denounced as part of the intellectual elite. Under Chairman Mao, functionality reigned over design, and architects had to go by the title of engineer. But now a generation of Chinese architects who began their education after the death of Mao is coming into its own. Many studied abroad, in Europe and North America, and those who remained in China took advantage of a growing number of architecture schools there. While many Chinese architects still work in engineering and architectural institutes associated with universities or the government, more and more are working in and even running local offices of foreign architects or starting their own independent businesses modeled on international studios. 
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