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Profile 

Introduction 

China’s recent resurgence as a major political and economic power follows more than 
4,000 years of existence as a distinct social entity, making it one of the world’s oldest 
continuous civilizations.1 The nation’s rich cultural history is marked with significant 
achievements and innovations in the political, philosophical, technological, and artistic 
realms. Notable accomplishments include the development of one of the world’s oldest 
continuously used written language systems and the invention of such important products 
as paper and gunpowder.  

Today, with over 1.3 billion people and close to 9.6 million sq km 
(3.7 million sq mi) of territory, China is the world’s most populous 
country and the fourth largest in total area (after Russia, Canada, 
and the United States).2 Geographically, the nation demonstrates 
tremendous diversity. Its terrain encompasses the world’s highest 
point (Mt. Everest), as well as its second lowest (in the Turfan 
Depression), and its climate ranges from subarctic-like conditions 
to tropical monsoons.3   

In the past two centuries, China has experienced the growing pains 
of modernization, and the transformation of its government from 
dynastic rule to a Communist state. After successive battles with social upheaval, foreign 
occupation, famine, and economic hardship, the nation has harnessed its vast resources 
with market-oriented policies to reassert itself as a significant world power. The 
country’s economic growth has produced rapid social change, including an improved 
standard of living and increased personal freedom for many of its citizens.4 However, 
China remains an authoritarian state, and this reality has generated political opposition. 
As it continues to modernize its policies and infrastructure, the country faces great 
challenges in the areas of political unity and human rights. It must also solve critical 
problems concerning environmental protection, population control, and economic 
disparity. Despite such obstacles, the Chinese continue to push toward the future in 
establishing their nation as a major figure in global affairs.  

                                                 
1 Federal Research Division, Library of Congress. “Country Profile: China.” August 2006. 
http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/profiles/China.pdf  
2 CIA World Factbook. “China.” 1 May 2008. https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-
factbook/geos/ch.html 
3 Encyclopædia Britannica Online. “China: Land: Relief.” 2008. 
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/111803/China 
4 CIA World Factbook. “China.” 1 May 2008. https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-
factbook/geos/ch.html 
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Facts and figures5 

Location: 

Eastern Asia, bordering the East China Sea, Korea Bay, 
Yellow Sea, and South China Sea, between North Korea 
and Vietnam 

Area: 

9,596,960 sq km (3,705,407 sq mi) 

Border countries: 

Afghanistan 76 km (47 mi), Bhutan 470 km (292 mi), Burma 2,185 km (1,358 mi), India 
3,380 km (2,100 mi), Kazakhstan 1,533 km (952.6 mi), North Korea 1,416 km (879.9 mi), 
Kyrgyzstan 858 km (533 mi), Laos 423 km (263 mi), Mongolia 4,677 km (2,906 mi), 
Nepal 1,236 km (768.0 mi), Pakistan 523 km (325 mi), Russia - northeast 3,605 km 
(2,240 mi), Russia - northwest 40 km (25 mi), Tajikistan 414 km (257 mi), Vietnam 
1,281 km (796.0)  

Regional borders:  

Hong Kong 30 km (19 mi), Macau 0.34 km (0.21 mi) 

Climate:  

Extremely diverse; tropical in south to subarctic in north 

Terrain:  

Mostly mountains, high plateaus, deserts in west; plains, deltas, and hills in east 

Natural hazards: 

Frequent typhoons (about five per year along southern and eastern coasts); damaging 
floods; tsunamis; earthquakes; droughts; land subsidence 

Environment – current issues: 

Air pollution (greenhouse gases, sulfur dioxide 
particulates) from reliance on coal produces acid rain; 
water shortages, particularly in the north; water 
pollution from untreated wastes; deforestation; 

                                                 
5 Information in this section comes directly from the following source: CIA World Factbook. “China.” 1 
May 2008. https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/ch.html 
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estimated loss of one fifth of agricultural land since 1949 to soil erosion and economic 
development; desertification; trade in endangered species 

Population: 

1,330,044,605 (July 2008 est.) 

Median age: 

33.6 years (2008 est.) 

Population growth rate: 

0.629% (2008 est.) 

Life expectancy at birth: 

73.18 years (2008 est.) 

Sex ratio: 

at birth: 1.11 male(s)/female  
under 15 years: 1.13 male(s)/female 

15–64 years: 1.06 male(s)/female  
65 years and over: 0.91 male(s)/female  
total population: 1.06 male(s)/female (2008 est.) 

Total fertility rate: 

1.77 children born/woman (2008 est.) 

HIV/AIDS – Adult prevalence rate: 

0.1% (2003 est.) 

Major infectious diseases:  

degree of risk: intermediate 

food or waterborne diseases: bacterial diarrhea, 
hepatitis A, and typhoid fever 

vectorborne diseases: Crimean Congo hemorrhagic 
fever, Japanese encephalitis, and malaria 

water contact disease: leptospirosis 

animal contact disease: rabies 
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note: highly pathogenic H5N1 avian influenza has been identified in this country; it poses 
a negligible risk with extremely rare cases possible among U.S. citizens who have close 
contact with birds (2008) 

Nationality: 

noun: Chinese (singular and plural)  
adjective: Chinese 

Ethnic groups: 

Han Chinese 91.9%, Zhuang, Uygur, Hui, Yi, Tibetan, Miao, Manchu, Mongol, Buyi, 
Korean, and other nationalities 8.1% 

Religions: 

Daoist (Taoist), Buddhist, Christian 3%–4%, Muslim 1%–n2%  
note: officially atheist (2002 est.) 

Languages: 

Standard Chinese or Mandarin (Putonghua, based on the 
Beijing dialect), Yue (Cantonese), Wu (Shanghainese), 
Minbei (Fuzhou), Minnan (Hokkien-Taiwanese), Xiang, 
Gan, Hakka dialects, minority languages (see Ethnic 
groups entry) 

Literacy: 

definition: age 15 and over can read and write  
total population: 90.9%  
male: 95.1% 

female: 86.5% (2000 census) 

Country name: 

conventional long form: People's Republic of China  
conventional short form: China  
local long form: Zhonghua Renmin Gongheguo  
local short form: Zhongguo  
abbreviation: PRC 

Government type: 

Communist state 
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Capital: 

Beijing 

Administrative divisions: 

23 provinces (sheng, singular and plural), 5 autonomous regions (zizhiqu, singular and 
plural), and 4 municipalities (shi, singular and plural)  
provinces: Anhui, Fujian, Gansu, Guangdong, Guizhou, Hainan, Hebei, Heilongjiang, 
Henan, Hubei, Hunan, Jiangsu, Jiangxi, Jilin, Liaoning, Qinghai, Shaanxi, Shandong, 
Shanxi, Sichuan, Yunnan, Zhejiang (see note on Taiwan)  
autonomous regions: Guangxi, Nei Mongol, Ningxia, Xinjiang, Xizang (Tibet)  
municipalities: Beijing, Chongqing, Shanghai, Tianjin  
note: China considers Taiwan its 23rd province; Hong Kong and Macau are classified as 
Special Administrative Regions  

Independence: 

221 B.C.E. (unification under the Qin, or Ch'in, Dynasty); 1 January 1912 (Manchu 
Dynasty replaced by a Republic); 1 October 1949 (People's Republic established) 

National holiday: 

Anniversary of the Founding of the People's Republic of 
China, 1 October (1949) 

Constitution: 

Most recent promulgation 4 December 1982 

Legal system: 

Based on civil law system; derived from Soviet and continental civil code legal principles; 
legislature retains power to interpret statutes; constitution ambiguous on judicial review 
of legislation; has not accepted compulsory International Court of Justice (ICJ) 
jurisdiction 

Suffrage: 

18 years of age; universal 

Government: 

chief of state: President HU Jintao (since 15 March 2003) and Vice President XI Jinping 
(since 15 March 2008) 
head of government: Premier WEN Jiabao (since 16 March 2003); Executive Vice 
Premier LI Keqiang (17 March 2008), Vice Premier HUI Liangyu (since 17 March 2003), 
Vice Premier ZHANG Deijiang (since 17 March 2008), and Vice Premier WANG 
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Qishan (since 17 March 2008) 
cabinet: State Council appointed by the National People's Congress (NPC)  
elections: president and vice president elected by the National People's Congress for a 
five-year term (eligible for a second term); elections last held 15-17 March 2008 (next to 
be held in mid-March 2013); premier nominated by president, confirmed by National 
People's Congress  
election results: HU Jintao elected president by National People's Congress with a total 
of 2,963 votes; XI Jinping elected vice president with a total of 2,919 votes  

Legislative branch: 

Unicameral National People's Congress or Quanguo Renmin Daibiao 
Dahui (2,987 seats; members elected by municipal, regional, and 
provincial people's congresses, and People’s Liberation Army to 
serve five-year terms)  
elections: last held December 2007–February 2008; date of next 
election – NA 

Judicial branch: 

Supreme People's Court (judges appointed by the National People's 
Congress); Local People's Courts (comprise higher, intermediate, 
and basic courts); Special People's Courts (primarily military, maritime, railway 
transportation, and forestry courts) 

Political parties and leaders: 

Chinese Communist Party or CCP [HU Jintao]; eight registered small parties controlled 
by CCP 

International organization participation: 

ADB, AfDB, APEC, APT, Arctic Council (observer), 
ARF, ASEAN (dialogue partner), BIS, CDB, EAS, FAO, 
G-24 (observer), G-77, IAEA, IBRD, ICAO, ICC, 
ICRM, IDA, IFAD, IFC, IFRCS, IHO, ILO, IMF, IMO, 
IMSO, Interpol, IOC, IOM (observer), IPU, ISO, ITSO, 
ITU, LAIA (observer), MIGA, MINURSO, MONUC, 
NAM (observer), NSG, OAS (observer), OPCW, PCA, 
PIF (partner), SAARC (observer), SCO, UN, UN 
Security Council, UNAMID, UNCTAD, UNESCO, UNHCR, UNIDO, UNIFIL, 
UNMEE, UNMIL, UNMIS, UNMIT, UNOCI, UNTSO, UNWTO, UPU, WCO, WHO, 
WIPO, WMO, WTO, ZC 

GDP – real growth rate: 

11.4% (2007 est.) 
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GDP – per capita (PPP): 

USD 5,300 (2007 est.) 

GDP – composition by sector: 

agriculture: 11.7%  
industry: 49.2%  
services: 39.1%  
Note: industry includes construction (2007 est.) 

Labor force: 

803.3 million (2007 est.) 

Labor force – by occupation: 

agriculture: 43%  
industry: 25%  
services: 32% (2006 est.) 

Unemployment rate:  

4% unemployment in urban areas; substantial unemployment and underemployment in 
rural areas (2007 est.) 

Population below poverty line: 

8% 

note: 21.5 million rural population live below the official “absolute poverty” line (approx. 
USD 90 per year); and an additional 35.5 million rural population live above that, but 
below the official “low income” line (approximately USD 125 per year). (2006 est.) 

Inflation rate (consumer prices): 

4.7% (2007 est.) 

Exchange rates:  

Yuan per U.S. dollar: 7.61 (2007), 7.97 (2006), 8.1943 (2005), 8.2768 (2004), 8.277 
(2003) 

Telephones – main lines in use: 

368 million (2006) 
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Telephones – mobile cellular: 

461.1 million (2006) 

Radio broadcast stations: 

AM 369, FM 259, shortwave 45 (1998) 

Television broadcast stations: 

3,240 (of which 209 are operated by China Central Television, 31 are provincial TV 
stations, and nearly 3,000 are local city stations) (1997) 

Internet users: 

162 million (2007) 

Airports: 

467 (2007) 

Airports – with paved runways: 

total: 403 

over 3,047 m (1.89 mi): 58  
2,438 to 3,047 m (1.51-1.89 mi): 128  
1,524 to 2,437 m (0.95-1.51 mi): 130  
914 to 1,523 m (0.57-0.95 mi): 20  
under 914 m (0.57 mi): 67 (2007) 

Military branches: 

People's Liberation Army (PLA): Ground Forces, Navy 
(includes marines and naval aviation), Air Force 
(includes airborne forces), and Second Artillery Corps 
(strategic missile force); People's Armed Police (PAP); 
Reserve and Militia Forces (2008) 

Military service age and obligation: 

18–22 years of age for selective compulsory military service, with 24-month service 
obligation; no minimum age for voluntary service (all officers are volunteers); 18–19 
years of age for women high school graduates who meet requirements for specific 
military jobs (2007) 
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International disputes: 

India 

Based on principles drafted in 2005, China and India continue discussions to resolve all 
aspects of their extensive boundary and territorial disputes. They include a security and 
foreign policy dialogue to consolidate discussions related to the boundary, regional 
nuclear proliferation, and other matters. Recent talks and confidence-building measures 
have begun to defuse tensions over Kashmir, the site of the world's largest and most 
militarized territorial dispute with portions under the de facto administration of China 
(Aksai Chin), India (Jammu and Kashmir), and Pakistan (Azad Kashmir and Northern 
Areas). India does not recognize Pakistan's ceding of historic Kashmir lands to China in 
1964. 

Bhutan 

Lacking any treaty describing their boundary, Bhutan and China continue negotiations to 
establish a boundary alignment to resolve substantial cartographic discrepancies, the 
largest of which lies in Bhutan's northwest. 

Spratly Islands 

China asserts sovereignty over the Spratly Islands together with Malaysia, the Philippines, 
Taiwan, Vietnam, and possibly Brunei. The 2002 “Declaration on the Conduct of Parties 
in the South China Sea” eased tensions in the Spratlys, but is not the legally binding 
“code of conduct” sought by some parties. Vietnam and China continue to expand 
construction of facilities in the Spratlys, and in March 2005 the national oil companies of 
China, the Philippines, and Vietnam signed a joint accord on marine seismic activities in 
the Spratly Islands. 

Other Islands 

China occupies some of the Paracel Islands also claimed by Vietnam and Taiwan. China 
and Taiwan continue to reject both Japan's claims to the uninhabited islands of Senkaku-
shoto (Diaoyu Tai) and Japan's unilaterally declared equidistance line in the East China 
Sea, the site of intensive hydrocarbon prospecting. 

North Korea 

Certain islands in the Yalu and Tumen Rivers are in dispute with North Korea. China also 
seeks to stem illegal migration of North Koreans. 

Russia 

China and Russia have demarcated the once disputed islands at the Amur and Ussuri 
confluence and in the Argun River in accordance with their 2004 agreement. 
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Tajikistan 

In 2006, China and Tajikistan pledged to commence 
demarcation of the revised boundary agreed to in the 
delimitation of 2002. 

Southeast Borders 

Demarcation of the China-Vietnam boundary proceeds 
slowly, and although the maritime boundary 
delimitation and fisheries agreements were ratified in June 2004, implementation remains 
stalled. In 2004, international environmentalist and political pressure from Burma and 
Thailand prompted China to halt construction of 13 dams on the Salween River. 

Trafficking in persons: 

current situation: China is a source, transit, and destination country for women, men, and 
children trafficked for purposes of sexual exploitation and forced labor. The majority of 
trafficking in China is internal, but there is also international trafficking of Chinese 
citizens. Women are lured through false promises of legitimate employment into 
commercial sexual exploitation in Taiwan, Thailand, Malaysia, and Japan. Chinese men 
and women are smuggled to countries throughout the world at enormous personal 
expense and then forced into commercial sexual exploitation or exploitative labor to 
repay debts to traffickers. Women and children are trafficked into China from Mongolia, 
Burma, North Korea, Russia, and Vietnam for forced labor, marriage, and sexual slavery. 
Most North Koreans enter northeastern China voluntarily, but others reportedly are 
trafficked into China from North Korea. 

Domestic trafficking remains the most significant problem in China, with an estimated 
minimum of 10,000–20,000 victims trafficked each year. The actual number of victims 
could be much greater. Some experts believe that the serious and prolonged imbalance in 
the male-female birth ratio may now be contributing to Chinese and foreign girls and 
women being trafficked as potential brides. 

tier rating: Tier 2 Watch List - China failed to show evidence of increasing efforts to 
address transnational trafficking. While the government provides reasonable protection to 
internal victims of trafficking, protection for Chinese and foreign victims of transnational 
trafficking remains inadequate. 

Illicit drugs: 

China is a major transshipment point for heroin 
produced in the Golden Triangle region of Southeast 
Asia. The nation suffers from a growing domestic drug 
abuse problem, and is the source country for chemical 
precursors (that precede more stable drug compounds), despite new regulations on its 
large chemical industry.  
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Geography 

Introduction 

China encompasses almost the entirety of the East Asian 
landmass, and its more than 22,000 km (13,670 mi) of 
land boundaries abut 14 other countries (only Russia has 
as many bordering neighbors).6 China’s longest 
territorial boundaries are with the two countries to its 
immediate north: Russia (which borders China in two 
different stretches) and Mongolia. South of Russia, 
along China’s northwestern frontier (known as the 
Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region) lie four countries of Central Asia, three of which 
were part of the Soviet Union until its dissolution in 1991. The northernmost of these 
countries is Kazakhstan, which connects to the Junggar Pendi (Dzungarian Basin) of 
northern Xinjiang through the pass known as the Dzungarian Gate. Further south, 
Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Afghanistan border China along the Tian Shan (Tien Shan) 
and Pamir Mountains.  

South of Afghanistan, China borders Pakistan and India in the Kashmir region, a site of 
prolonged territorial disputes between the three countries. In this region, China maintains 
administrative control over Aksai Chin, a sparsely populated high-altitude desert that 
India claims as its own territory. Northwest of Aksai Chin, the Chinese also control a part 
of Kashmir known as the Trans-Karakoram Tract, which Pakistan ceded to them in 1964. 
India does not acknowledge this cession and thus, it also claims this region, which 
includes the world’s second highest mountain peak, K2.  

Continuing east through the Himalayan range that spans its southwestern border, China is 
adjacent to Nepal, Bhutan, and additional portions of India. East of the Indian boundary, 
China borders the Southeast Asian countries of Burma, Laos, and Vietnam. From the 
edge of Vietnam in the Gulf of Tonkin, China’s 14,500 km (9009 mi) of coastline stretch 
along the South and East China Seas north to the Korea Bay in the Yellow Sea. There, 
China abuts its neighbor, North Korea, which adjoins the southeastern part of Manchuria 
at China’s northeastern corner. 

Area 

China is the world’s fourth largest country, trailing only 
Russia, Canada, and the United States in total area. Its 
9,596,690 sq km (3,705,303 sq mi) encompass the 
highest points in the world (in the Himalayas of its 
southwestern regions) and one of the lowest in its 
northwestern basins (in the Turfan Depression). Nearly 

                                                 
6 CIA World Factbook. “China.” 15 May 2008. https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-
factbook/geos/ch.html 
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70% of the country is covered by mountains, hills, or plateaus.7 Basins and plains make 
up the remainder of the topography. The plains, which are the heart of China’s 
agricultural regions, are mostly located in the eastern parts of North and South China. 

Geographic Regions 

There are numerous ways to divide China into geographic regions. In the past, one simple 
classification was the distinction of “China proper,” or “the core region of the Chinese 
empire.” In general, the western (Tibet, Xinjiang, Qinghai) and northern (Inner Mongolia, 
Manchuria) areas of modern China tended to fall outside the domain of this definition, 
and hence were labeled “Frontier China” or “Outer China.” Today, within China, such 
distinctions are not used nor even acknowledged. Many of the areas outside “China 
proper” are also the country’s ethnic minority regions, and Chinese leaders are very 
sensitive about ethnic separatist aspirations in some of 
these remote areas. 

Also common are the terms “North China” and “South 
China,” which correspond to historical divisions that 
occurred at various times in China’s history when both 
northern and southern dynasties existed. The divide 
between the two Chinas is usually given as the Qin Ling 
(Tsinling Mountains) to the west and the Huai He (Huai 
River) to the east. Under this classification, the two 
major rivers of China—the Huang He (Yellow River) and the Chiang Jiang (Yangtze 
River)—and their tributaries are neatly contained in the northern and southern parts of 
China, respectively. There are climatological, agricultural, linguistic, and physical 
differences between the two regions. However, in terms of ethnicity, the people of both 
the north and south are overwhelmingly Han Chinese. 

China can also be divided into regions based on their physical topography.8  

The Eastern Highlands  

Beginning in central Shandong Province, midway between Beijing and Shanghai, and 
spanning to the other side of the Yellow Sea in eastern Northeast China (Manchuria), is a 
series of hills and mountains that trend southwest–northeast toward the western border 
with Russia. To the far north in this group lies the Xiao Hinggan Ling (Lesser Khingan 
Range) which borders Russia along the Amur River. The hills and mountains within 

                                                 

7 Federal Research Division, Library of Congress. “Country Profile: China.” August 2006. 
http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/profiles/China.pdf 
8 ThinkQuest.org. China, an Inner Realm. “Beauty: The Land of China: Land Regions.” 1998. 
http://library.thinkquest.org/20443/land_regions.html 
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Manchuria contain some of China’s largest forest reserves, and accordingly, they serve as 
the nation’s primary source of timber production.9  

The Mongolian Border Uplands  

On the northern end of this region is the Da Hinggan 
Ling (Greater Khingan Range), which borders the 
Manchurian Plain to the east and Mongolia to the west. 
To the south are two mountain ranges running north–
south—Taihang Shan (T’ai-hang Mountains) and 
Luliang Shan (Lu-liang Mountains)—that lie between 
the northern loop of the Huang He and the Huabei 
Pingyuan (North China Plain). Between the two ranges, 
and within the lower portion of the northern loop of the Huang He, lies an area known as 
the Huangtu Gaoyuan (Loess Plateau). The soil, known as loess, consists of fine-grained, 
yellowish brown glacial debris that is easily eroded by wind and water. The Huang He 
(Yellow River) gets its name from the extensive loess sediment that it absorbs in its 
course through this region.10  

The Eastern Lowlands  

The Eastern Lowlands are the agricultural heartland of China. From north to south, this 
region consists of the Dongbei Pingyuan (Northeast or Manchurian Plain), the Huabei 
Pingyuan (North China Plain), and the Chang Jiang (Yangtze River) valley. Despite its 
agricultural output, it is also an extensively urbanized region that contains six of China’s 
ten largest urban metropolises, including Shanghai and Beijing, the two largest. Even the 
rural areas in this region are densely populated. The Dongbei Pingyuan is known as both 
an agricultural and industrial area, and it also hosts extensive coal and iron-ore mining 
operations. 

The Central Uplands  

Located between the Tibetan Plateau to the west and the Eastern Lowlands to the east are 
mountains collectively known as the Central Highlands. The most well known of these 
ranges are the Qin Ling (Tsinling Mountains), which run east–west and form a watershed 
divide between the tributaries of the Huang He to the north and the Chang Jiang to the 
south. These mountains also provide the south with some protection from the cold 

                                                 

9 China Hiking Adventures Inc. “Forests.” No date. http://www.china-
hiking.com/ChinaStatus/naturalresources/Forests.htm 
10 National Geographic.com World Wildlife Fund. “Central China Loess Plateau Mixed Forests.” 2001. 
http://www.nationalgeographic.com/wildworld/profiles/terrestrial/pa/pa0411.html 



 
18

northern winds, and they block portions of the north from much of the summer monsoon 
moisture that comes from the south.11 

The Sichuan Pendi (Szechwan Basin)  

The Sichuan Pendi (Szechwan Basin; also called the “Red Basin” for the red sandstone 
found in the area) is a region of low hills and valleys surrounded by mountains and high 
plateaus on all sides. The Pendi is one of the most densely populated areas in China and 
is also a major agricultural region. High humidity and reduced air circulation (due to the 
surrounding ring of mountains) make parts of the Sichuan Pendi one of the foggiest 
places in China.12  

The Chang Jiang (Yangtze River) flows through the southern part of the Basin and is 
joined by the southward-flowing Jialing Jiang (Jialing River) at Chongqing, the most 
populous city of central China. This industrial metropolis is located at the upstream end 
of the immense reservoir behind the Three Gorges Dam. Pollution is a major problem in 
the rivers and streams that feed into the Chang Jiang at Chongqing. Because the reservoir 
reduces the river’s flushing capacity, the city initiated a 38-million yuan (USD 5 billion) 
pollution remediation program in an effort to prevent it from becoming the world’s 
largest cesspool.13 However, of late, the water quality in the upper reaches of the Chang 
Jiang has shown little improvement and has worsened in some areas.14 

The Xinjiang-Mongolian Uplands  

This immense northern region encompasses several 
large deserts and arid basins divided by towering 
mountain ranges. At the far eastern end of the region is 
the southern portion of the Gobi Desert, which extends 
northward into Mongolia. To the southwest, separated 
by the Daqing Shan (Daqing Mountains) of the 
Mongolian Border Uplands region, lies the Mu Us 
Shamo (Ordos Desert), a desert surrounded by the 
northern loop of the Huang He on three sides and the Loess Plateau to the south.  

                                                 

11 TimberPress.com. Wharton, Peter, Brent Hine and Douglas Justice. “An Excerpt from ‘The Jade Garden: 
New and Notable Plants from Asia.’” 2005. 
http://www.timberpress.com/books/excerpt.cfm/9780881927054 
12 World Wildlife Fund. “Sichuan Basin Broadleaf Evergreen Forests (PAO437).” 2001. 
http://www.worldwildlife.org/wildworld/profiles/terrestrial/pa/pa0437_full.html 
13 BBC News, International Version. Mackie, Nick. “China’s Murky Waters.” 23 November 2005.  
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/asia-pacific/4462574.stm 
14 The New York Times Online Edition. Bradsher, Keith. “China: Water Quality Worsens Near Three 
Gorges Dam.” 20 February 2008. 
http://query.nytimes.com/gst/fullpage.html?res=9503E5DA1E3BF933A15751C0A96E9C8B63&scp=1&sq
=Three+Gorges+Dam&st=nyt 
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Moving westward, the Tengger Shamo (Tengri Desert) and Badain Jaran Shamo (Badain 
Jaran Desert) of Nei Mongol (Inner Mongolia) Province give way to the two great basins 
of the Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region in the far west—the Tarim Pendi (Tarim 
Basin) and the Junggar Pendi (Dzungarian Basin). These two areas are divided by the 
western ranges of the Tian Shan (Tien Shan). Within the Tarim Pendi lies the vast 
Taklimakan Shamo (Takla Makan Desert), a sandy, barren wasteland that remains largely 
uninhabited outside the oasis towns and villages on its northern and southern fringes. To 
the northeast of the desert is the Turpan Pendi (Turfan Depression), which lies 154 m 
(504 ft) below sea level. Despite the general aridity of the region, fruit is grown in the 
Turpan Pendi using irrigation techniques. 

The most highly populated areas of Xinjiang are in the Junggar Pendi, which, although 
dry by most standards, receives more rainfall than the Tarim Pendi and the desert areas to 
the west. The oil and coal deposits within the Junggar Pendi are some of China’s largest. 

The Tibetan Highlands  

The entire southwestern region of China is made up of the Tibetan Highlands. Most of 
this region consists of a high-altitude plateau surrounded by some of the world’s highest 
mountains. The Xizang (Tibet) Autonomous Region, Qinghai Province, and the western 
half of Sichuan Province comprise the majority of this region, although parts of Xinjiang 
Uygur Autonomous Region, Gansu Province, and Yunnan Province are also within this 
enormous area. Despite its large size, it is the least populated region within China, largely 
due to the area’s extreme elevations, which are over 3,050 m (10,000 ft) in most places. 
The largest cities lie in the far south of the region, near the Himalayas, and close to the 
Yarlung Zangbo Jiang (Brahmaputra River). In 2006, the last leg of an ambitious railway 
project was completed, linking Lhasa, the capital of Xizang, to the large city of Xining on 
the northeastern edge of the plateau.15  

The Southern Uplands 

Occupying all of southeastern China, the Southern Uplands are 
relentlessly hilly. The largest tract of level land is found in the 
Zhujiang Sanjiaozhou (Pearl River Delta), where the large cities of 
Guangzhou (Canton) and Shenzhen are located. In recent years, 
economic and population growth in this area has been fueled by the 
creation of Special Economic Zones to take advantage of the 
region’s proximity to Hong Kong. 

To the west, the hills become more mountainous. Much of eastern 
Yunnan and Guizhou Provinces in the western part of the region 
consists of limestone plateaus. In some areas, these plateaus have 
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weathered to produce striking landscapes of limestone towers, such as the Stone Forest 
near Lunan in Yunnan Province.  

Climate 

China is situated between the world’s largest land mass (Eurasia) and the world’s largest 
ocean (Pacific Ocean), and its climate reflects the pull-and-tug of the dominant air masses 
of these areas. From Siberia comes cold, dry air flowing from the north, northeast, and 
northwest, while tropical air masses from the Pacific bring moist air from the south and 
southwest. China’s topography can in some cases block the movement of the winds 
carrying these air masses. Notably, the Qin Ling (Tsinling Mountains) block the south- 
and southwestward advance of the northern air masses during winter, helping to keep 
South China, particularly the western portions, significantly warmer than North China.16  

During late spring and summer, moist winds from the 
southwest bring the summer monsoons. During this time, 
the Siberian high-pressure system gradually retreats to 
the north, and as it does, the frontal boundary between 
the tropical and continental air masses shifts with it, 
bringing increasing rain to the northern areas. Overall, 
annual precipitation in China tends to decrease as one 
moves from the southeast to the northwest, although 
high mountains or low basins may show anomalous patterns.17 

Temperature trends in China generally follow a north-to-south pattern, with average 
temperatures increasing and annual temperature ranges decreasing as one moves south.18 
As with precipitation, elevation is the other major component of temperature, with higher 
areas usually having more extreme diurnal patterns and longer winters.  

Biodiversity 

As a result of its diversity in topography and climate, China has a wide range of 
ecosystems. They support a remarkable variety of plant and animal species, many of 
which are exotic and extremely rare. However, as China’s human population has grown, 
increased agricultural, industrial, and urban development has quickly transformed the 
country’s landscape. The habitat loss, environmental degradation, and pollution resulting 
from such development have placed enormous pressure upon the nation’s many forms of 
wildlife and vegetation. Recent reports estimate that nearly 40% of the country’s 
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mammal species are endangered and a substantial majority of its flowering (86%) and 
non-flowering plant species (70%) are threatened.19  

This situation is made worse by China’s rampant illegal wildlife trade in which poachers 
and smugglers kill, capture, or harvest endangered animal and plant species for their high 
commercial value. The industry is fueled partly by the demand for exotic culinary dishes 
(served in restaurants throughout China). Its growth also relies on the heavy demand for 
traditional Chinese medicines made from certain wildlife and plant species, such as tiger 
bone, tortoise shell, bear gall bladder, and wild ginseng. Of late, China has demonstrated 
some initiative in enforcing its restrictions on the wildlife trade, most recently by shutting 
down several online auctions selling animal parts.20 However, the increasing rarity of 
certain animals and animal products has only escalated their value on the market. This, in 
turn, has motivated poachers and smugglers to continue their trade, particularly as 
Chinese consumers grow more affluent. Chinese authorities recently estimated that the 
multi-billion USD wildlife trade was behind only drug smuggling and arms running in 
terms of the region’s profitable illegal industries.21  

As a result of these factors, China’s most well-known 
species of animals are also some of its most endangered. 
Perhaps most famous is the giant panda. The few 
remaining members of this rare group live in high 
mountain forests in the south-central region of the 
country, primarily in Sichuan, Gansu, and Shaanxi 
provinces. Small numbers of the Siberian tiger and the 
South China tiger (which is close to extinction) are 
thought to be present in the northeastern and southeastern areas of China, respectively. 
However, they are extremely rare and not often seen in the wild. Although its numbers 
are also small, the snow leopard has a relatively wide distribution throughout the western 
half of the country.  It is mainly found in the Himalayan and Karakoram Ranges and the 
Tibetan Plateau.  

Several species of increasingly rare ungulates (hoofed 
animals) are scattered throughout the southwestern 
region, including Marco Polo sheep, Tibetan antelope, 
and white-lipped deer. Other rare species, such as the 
giant salamander, Bactrian camel, Chinese alligator, and 
Yunnan golden monkey, are indicative of the extensive 
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diversity of fauna found within China’s borders. More prevalent animals include deer, 
foxes, wolves, wild pigs, several varieties of primates, pheasants, herons, and many other 
types of birds.  

China also has various species of highly venomous snakes, including several varieties of 
cobras, pit vipers, and kraits. Most of these species are found in the subtropical forests, 
coasts, and marine waters of southeastern China. Some are also present in the country’s 
deserts, plateaus, and alpine regions. Perhaps most famous, the king cobra (the world’s 
largest venomous snake) and the Chinese cobra (capable of spitting venom) can be both 
found in the southeast, particularly in forests near the Vietnamese and Laotian borders. 
More deadly and prone to strike, however, are the Russell’s viper, the brown-spotted pit 
viper, and several varieties of krait, including the Chinese, or many-banded, krait. In 
general, many of China’s venomous snakes can be quite aggressive, particularly when 
startled, cornered, or disturbed, and human fatalities from snakebites are not 
uncommon.22 

Rivers 

China is a country of many rivers, but two in particular—the Chang Jiang and the Huang 
He—are noteworthy because of their great lengths and the central roles that they have 
played in the development of Chinese civilization. Other rivers to the south and north are 
regionally important as well. 

Chang Jiang (Yangtze River) 

Literally translated as “Long River,” the Chang Jiang, at 
6,300 km (3,915 mi), is Asia’s longest river and the 
fourth longest in the world. Its drainage basin is 
1,808,500 sq km (698,265 sq mi) and encompasses 
virtually all of South China except for the southernmost 
ranges of the Southern Uplands. Three of China’s seven 
largest cities (Shanghai, Wuhan, and Chongqing) lie on 
the Chang Jiang or its delta. Some of the most 
agriculturally productive areas in all of China are found in the river’s lower reaches. 

Like many major Chinese rivers, the Chang Jiang originates in the Qing Zang Gaoyuan 
(Tibetan Plateau). Known locally as the Tongtian He (Tongtian River), it flows generally 
eastward until it reaches the eastern edges of the Plateau, where it turns to the south and 
descends rapidly within a narrow valley. This stretch of the river is known as the Jinsha 
Jiang (Jinsha River).23 The river loops around mountain barriers and narrow gorges 
before turning northeastward, where it forms the boundary between Yunnan and Sichuan 
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9110538/Yangtze-River 



 
23

Provinces for about 800 km (500 mi).24 Eventually, it enters the Sichuan Pendi 
(Szechwan Basin), where, at the large city of Chongqing, it flows through its easternmost 
navigable point. At one time, there was a series of three river gorges below this point that 
were so narrow that the huge reservoir behind Three Gorges Dam slowly filled. 

The lower course of the Chang Jiang flows through a relatively level plain dotted with 
lakes, marshes, and numerous river channels.25 The river widens as several tributaries 
flow into it from the hills and mountains both north and south of the plain. It reaches the 
East China Sea in a large delta region that includes the city of Shanghai. Upstream from 
this point, near the city of Zhenjiang, the river connects with the Grand Canal, which 
itself stretches from Beijing in North China to the city of Hangzhou, south of the Chang 
Jiang. Much of the northern end of the Grand Canal is no longer navigable. 

Huang He (Yellow River) 

The Huang He plays as central a role to North China as 
does the Chang Jiang to South China. The river stretches 
for 5,464 km (3,395 mi), often through arid regions 
bordering on desert climate. The Huang He has a 
drainage basin of 750,000 sq km (290,000 sq mi), and 
like the Chang Jiang, its headwaters lie in the central 
regions of the Qing Zang Gaoyuan (Tibetan Plateau). Its 
waters are heavily silt-laden, making it the muddiest of 
all the world’s large rivers.26 In the Huang’s lower reaches, where an extensive set of 
levees and dikes have generally prevented sedimentation on the river’s floodplain, these 
sediments have created a riverbed that is higher than the surrounding land. The resulting 
floods are notoriously devastating, often leading to the loss of thousands of lives. 
Accordingly, the river is known as “China’s Sorrow.”27 

Much of the river’s silt accumulates in its middle stretch through the Huangtu Gaoyuan 
(Loess Plateau), where the river flows mostly southward and forms the border between 
Shaanxi and Shanxi Provinces. The river shifts to an eastward direction where the Wei 
He (Wei River) joins it from the west, and ultimately it flows to the northwest and to its 
mouth at Bo Hai (Gulf of Bohai). In recent years the river has dried up before reaching its 
mouth, largely due to decreasing rainfall and extensive upstream irrigation that has 
increasingly funneled off river water. In 1997, for example, no water reached the mouth 

                                                 

24 Microsoft Encarta Online Encyclopedia. Gupta, Avijit. “Yangtze: Course of the Yangtze.” 2006. 
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26 TravelChinaGuide.com “Geographical Introduction of the Yellow River.” 26 December 2006. 
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27 Encyclopædia Britannica Online. “Huang He.” 2007. 
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of the Huang He for 226 days of the year.28 An ambitious South-to-North Water 
Diversion Project is underway that will divert water from the southern Chang Jiang to 
northern China. The most technically demanding aspects of this project are some planned 
upstream canals in the Qing Zang Gaoyuan (Tibetan Plateau) that would move additional 
water into the Huang He near its headwaters.29 

Huai He (Huai River) 

The Huai He (Huai River) lies between the Huang He and Chang Jiang and has 
traditionally been considered part of the boundary between South and North China. It is 
far shorter than its northern and southern brothers. The river runs through a very flat plain 
that is prone to poor drainage, and even blockage, by silt deposition from the Huang He 
during one of its periodic changes.30 Channels have been dredged and re-dredged to give 
the Huai improved outlets to the sea, but flooding still remains a problem in its lower 
reaches.31 

Zhu Jiang (Pearl River) 

The Zhu Jiang is actually a short river beginning where 
a number of rivers empty into the Zhujiang Sanjiaozhou 
(Pearl River Delta) in southeastern China, although it is 
also sometimes understood as the general system of 
rivers that flow into this confluence.32 The longest of 
these rivers is the Xi Jiang (West River), which flows 
primarily eastward from highlands in Yunnan Province 
for 1,957 km (1,216 mi). Like the Chang Jiang, the river 
has various names (Nanpang Jiang, Hongshui He, Hun Jiang). Other rivers flowing into 
the Zhu Jiang are the Bei Jiang (North River) and Dong Jiang (East River), which each 
approach from the directions indicated by their names, and the Liuxi He (Liuxi River). 

The Zhujiang Sanjiaozhou is one of the most densely populated areas in China, and also 
one of the fastest growing. Guangzhou (Canton), Shenzhen, and Dongguan all lie in the 
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delta region and are among the ten most populated cities in China.33 Interlaced in the 
delta regions between the large cities are numerous rice paddies.34 

Hai He (Hai River) 

Similar to the Zhu Jiang (Pearl River), the Hai He is literally a short stretch of river 
running to the Bo Hai (Gulf of Bohai) from the city of Tianjin, but also the general name 
given to the system of rivers that feed into it. These rivers are extremely important 
because they are the primary water sources for the cities of Beijing and Tianjin, China’s 
2nd and 6th largest cities. The rivers, like the Huang He (Yellow River) to their south, 
carry large sediment loads over a very flat plain and periodically flood. They also often 
dry up to a trickle during non-rainy periods. One of the goals of the South-to-North Water 
Diversion Project is to bring badly needed water to the Hai He system from the Chang 
Jiang. 

Population and Cities 

China is the world’s most populous country, estimated 
to have 1.33 billion people as of July 2008.35 Over 40% 
of the population is urban, a percentage that has been 
steadily increasing for many years.36 Even many of the 
rural areas are densely populated and lie within the 
official limits of one city or another. The population 
distribution is heavily skewed toward the eastern part of 
the country, with major population centers located in the 
Huabei Pingyuan (North China Plain), the Dongbei Pingyuan (Northeast or Manchurian 
Plain), the Changjiang Pingyuan (Chang Jiang Plain), the Sichuan Pendi (Szechwan 
Basin), and the Zhujiang Sanjiaozhou (Pearl River Delta). There are nearly 100 
metropolitan areas with over 1 million people, including the two megacities—Shanghai 
and Beijing. Based on 2005 population estimates, the 15 largest metropolitan areas are 
listed in the table below. 
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City Name Province or Municipality (M) Population 200537 

Shanghai Shanghai (M) 14, 503,000 

Beijing Beijing (M) 11, 106,0038 

Guangzhou Guangdong 8,425,000 

Shenzhen Guangdong 7,233,000 

Wuhan Hubei 7,093,000 

Tianjin Tianjin (M) 7,040,000 

Chongqing Chongqing (M) 6,363,000 

Shenyang Liaoning 4,720,000 

Dongguan Guangdong 4,320,000 

Chengdu Sichuan 4,065,000 

Xi’an Shaanxi 3,926,000 

Harbin Heilongjiang 3,695,000 

Nanjing Jiangsu 3,621,000 

Guiyang Guizhou 3,447,000 

Dalian Liaoning 3,073,000 
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Shanghai 

Shanghai, China’s largest metropolis and one of the 
largest cities in the world, is a port city on the 
Changjiang Sanjiaozhou (Yangtze River Delta). The 
heart of the city is actually located a bit inland, along the 
Huangpu Jiang (Huangpu River). Traditionally, most of 
Shanghai could be found on the west bank of the 
Huangpu, divided into northern and southern divisions 
by the Suzhou He (Suzhou Creek), which flows into the 
Huangpu from the west. In recent years, the Chinese government has focused on 
developing the eastern side of the Huangpu, known as Pudong, as a financial and 
commercial center by designating it as a Special Economic Zone (SEZ). The 
headquarters of the Chinese Stock Exchange, the Oriental Pearl Tower (the tallest tower 
in Asia), and the Shanghai Pudong International Airport have all been built since this area 
became a SEZ in 1990. 

Historically, Shanghai’s reputation as the preeminent Chinese city is a relatively recent 
attribution. In 1842, following the First Opium War, it was designated as a treaty port in 
the Treaty of Nanking. Prior to that, it was a relatively large city known primarily as a 
center of cotton production. As it opened up to foreign trading concessions for the British, 
French, Americans, and later, the Japanese, the city quickly evolved into China’s busiest 
port, a role it continues to hold.39 

Following the Sino-Japanese War in the mid 1890s, foreign powers developed a light 
industrial base in their Shanghai concessions to take advantage of the area’s resources 
and cheap labor supply. Later, heavy industries, such as chemical and metallurgical 
plants, grew to dominate the Shanghai region. However, recent years have seen the 
Shanghai region return to light industries as the city struggles with pollution issues and 
faces an increasing shortage of raw materials for the heavy industries.40 

In addition to its leading role in Chinese trade, manufacturing, and finance, Shanghai is a 
center for education and culture. Two of China’s top seven universities—Fudan 
University and Shanghai Jiao Tong University—are located in the city, as are other 
leading higher education institutions, such as Tongji University and Shanghai University. 
In the arts, the Shanghai Museum holds one of the world’s largest and most prestigious 
collections of Chinese antiquities, and the city also has a large performing arts center, the 
Shanghai Grand Theatre. The Shanghai Grand Theatre, as well as the Shanghai Peking 
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Opera House, both frequently stage Peking Operas. Shanghai is well known for its school 
of Peking Opera that incorporates modern elements.41  

Beijing (Peking) 

The northern city of Beijing has been the Chinese 
capital since 1267 C.E., with the exceptions of a five-
decade period during the late 14th to early 15th century 
and a stretch during the 1920s–1940s. The first modern 
incarnation of Beijing was built by Yuan (Mongol) 
dynasty leader Kublai Khan. Later, during the Ming 
Dynasty, the Yuan city (known then as Dadu) was 
abandoned and a new Beijing was built in a location to 
the southwest. 

Lying within a mountain embayment in the northernmost portion of the Huabei Pingyuan 
(North China Plain), Beijing is far from centrally located within China, but has 
traditionally been important as a transportation link on the routes to Mongolia to the north 
and the Dongbei Pingyuan (Northeast or Manchurian Plain) to the northeast.  

Traditionally, Beijing was known primarily as a center of government, education, and 
culture. Since 1949, however, the city has developed significant business and 
manufacturing sectors. Initially, Beijing’s largest industries were involved in textiles, 
steel and iron production, machinery, and petrochemicals, and were mostly located east 
and south of the central city.42 More recently, however, the city has developed a high-
technology sector, centered in the northwestern part of the city in an area known as 
Zhongguancun. Located near Tsinghua University and Beijing University, China’s top 
two ranked universities, Zhongguancun has developed some of the same synergies 
between research universities and new technology-related businesses that characterize 
Silicon Valley and suburban Boston.43 

Beijing is one of the most popular tourism destinations in China, largely due to the 
tremendous amount of Chinese history that can still be viewed around the city. Most 
famously, it is one of the few major Chinese cities with relatively close access to 
remaining sections of the Great Wall. In the center of Beijing lies the Forbidden City, the 
Imperial Palace during the Ming and Qing Dynasties. Today it is also known as the 
Palace Museum. To the southeast and northwest of central Beijing lie the Temple of 
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Heaven and the Summer Palace, two well-known remnants of the Ming and Qing eras, 
respectively. Both are UNESCO World Heritage sites, as is the Forbidden City.44  

In recent years, the city has undertaken a substantial renovation and addition of 
infrastructure in preparation for the 2008 Olympic Games. Beijing’s recent architectural 
additions include the new Terminal 3 at the Beijing Capital International Airport (twice 
the size of the Pentagon, the terminal is the largest building in the world), a new National 
Center for the Performing Arts, a National Stadium (known as the “bird’s nest”), and a 
National Aquatics Center. Despite the innovation and modern appeal of the new 
structures, some Chinese have faulted city planners for demolishing historical 
neighborhoods and necessitating the relocation of tens of thousands of residents. 
Regardless, additional large scale projects are planned or underway as Beijing continues 
to modernize its urban landscape.45  

Guangzhou (Canton), Shenzen, Dongguan 

No urban area in China better represents the modern 
market-driven economy of China than the southern tier 
of cities located on the Zhujiang Sanjiaozhou (Pearl 
River Delta), upriver from Hong Kong. The largest of 
these cities, and historically the heart of the region, is 
Guangzhou. 

Guangzhou hosted trade with several foreign countries 
throughout the 18th century; during that time, the city was the primary conduit for 
China’s contact with the outside world. After the First Opium War with the British, 
however, the resulting Treaty of Nanking opened up foreign trade in four other Chinese 
port cities. Shortly thereafter, Guangzhou began to lose its dominant foreign trade 
position to Shanghai. 

The city is associated with leaders of rebellions that helped to bring down the Qing 
Dynasty. The most prominent of these was Sun Yat-sen, who was the first provisional 
president of the Republic of China and is often called the “father of modern China.” 
Originally a physician, Sun founded National Guangdong University in Guangzhou 
shortly before his death in 1925. Today, the academic institution is known as Sun Yat-sen 
University and is the most highly rated university in southern China. 

As in the past, trade continues to be the linchpin of Guangzhou’s economy. With strong 
rail and road links in both inland China and coastal Hong Kong, as well as excellent port 
facilities, Guangzhou is a hub for the movement of the many industrial and consumer 
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goods produced in southern Chinese cities (including Guangzhou itself). Since 1957, the 
city has hosted the biannual Chinese Export Commodities Fair, the largest trade fair in 
mainland China.46 

South of Guangzhou, on the eastern side of the Zhujiang Sanjiaozhou (Pearl River Delta), 
lie the cities of Dongguan and Shenzhen. Neither of these cities receives much mention in 
tourism guides, except perhaps as possible day-long shopping excursions from 
Guangzhou and Hong Kong, respectively. Nonetheless, they are the fastest growing 
urban areas in all of China. Shenzhen is located just north of Hong Kong on the border 
with the Hong Kong Special Administrative Area. It has transformed from a small-sized 
Chinese city to the country’s 4th most populous city in 25 years, with its population 
growing at average annual rates of over 19% throughout the 1990s. Dongguan, to its 
north, has grown at a rate less than half this amount, but still much faster than the average 
Chinese city of its size. It is currently the 9th most populated city in China.47 

Both cities attract workers from outside the region because of their numerous 
manufacturing jobs, and both have an extensive “unofficial” population. For example, 
less than 20% of Shenzhen’s citizens have a Shenzhen hukou (residency permit), which 
eases access to the city’s social services and public institutions such as colleges.48 

Dongguan has a similar ratio of migrant workers to registered residents.49  

In 1980, Shenzhen was the first of the Chinese Special Economic Zones to be established 
by former Chinese leader Deng Xiaoping due to its close proximity to Hong Kong. 
Subsequently, it has become one of China’s leading ports. Its unique geographical 
position at the head of Hong Kong’s Kowloon Peninsula allows Shenzhen to have deep-
water container port terminals on both the city’s eastern and western sides. 

Wuhan 

Wuhan is also a rapidly growing city, but one whose 
growth does not arise from proximity to Hong Kong and 
the Special Economic Zones of southern China. It is an 
inland port on the Chang Jiang (Yangtze River), located 
where the Chang Jiang’s biggest tributary, the Han Shui 
(Han River), flows into it from the east. The city is 
known for its many lakes, which occupy much of the 
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area on all sides of the two rivers. 

The city of Wuhan is the largest urban area in central China. For much of its history it 
was a conurbation of three cities that were located on opposite sides of the Han Shui 
(Hanyang, Hankou) and Chang Jiang (Wuchang). In 1950, the Chinese government 
merged the three cities into the consolidated city of Wuhan. The city’s position on the 
country’s major inland waterway and its proximity to nearby coal and iron ore resources 
helped it to become one of China’s largest areas for steel and iron production. This, in 
turn, contributed to Wuhan’s rise as the country’s center for automobile manufacturing. 
Other local industries include chemicals, fertilizers, and heavy machinery tools.50 

Despite the continued economic reliance on sometimes aging heavy-industry plants, 
Wuhan’s future looks bright. As costs have risen in other Chinese cities, such as 
Shanghai, more foreign investment has been funneled into relatively cheaper Wuhan. In 
addition, only Beijing and Shanghai surpass Wuhan in quality and number of 
universities.51 Two of these universities in particular, Wuhan University and the 
Huazhong University of Science and Technology, have helped the city become a world 
center of optoelectronic information technology, leading to the city’s moniker as the 
“Optics Valley of China.”52  

Tianjin 

Along with Beijing, Shanghai, and Chongqing, Tianjin 
is one of China’s four municipalities, political divisions 
that are not within the boundaries of a province, and 
which report directly to the central government. The 
urban area of Tianjin is inland and lies on the Hai He 
(Hai River), although port facilities on Bo Hai (Gulf of 
Bohai) are present within the municipality limits. Along 
with Qingdao to the south, the Port of Tianjin is one of 
the two busiest ports in North China. 

Tianjin’s position between Beijing and the sea has been a key factor in its development. 
The modern city took shape a few decades after the capital was moved to Beijing from 
Nanjing during the Ming Dynasty. Beginning as a garrison town, it quickly grew and 
over time became the main commercial gateway to Beijing. During the late 1850s, 
Tianjin became embroiled in the Second Opium War, after which the Treaties of Tientsin 
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opened the city up to foreign trading concessions. Periodic rebellions and anti-foreign 
hostilities continued throughout the remainder of the 19th century.53 

While commerce has always been important in Tianjin because of its port and 
transportation links to Beijing, Northeast China (Manchuria), and South China, 
manufacturing has increasingly become an important segment of the city’s economy. 
Heavy industries have traditionally been dominant, but the government has recently 
concentrated on diversifying the manufacturing base. The Binhai New Area, a specially 
earmarked development zone, has been the focus of much of this effort, with notable 
success. In 2006, over 50% of Tianjin’s economic growth came from Binhai businesses.54 
Foreign electronics companies such as Motorola and Samsung have located production 
facilities in the area, and over 10% of the world’s cell phones are now made in Binhai.55 
New port facilities are also being developed as the government strives to make Tianjin 
the Shanghai or Shenzhen of North China.56 

Chongqing 

In 1997, the Chinese government made Chongqing its fourth 
municipality, carved from the easternmost districts of Sichuan 
Province. The new municipality is immense both in size and 
population (over 32 million), but only a relatively small percentage 
of the municipality’s populace lives within the metropolitan area of 
Chongqing. The city itself lies on the Chang Jiang (Yangtze River) 
in the southeastern part of the Sichuan Pendi (Szechwan Basin). 

Chongqing is considered a gateway city for the government’s 
Western Development Strategy. It represents an ambitious attempt 
to spread economic growth to western and northern areas that have 
largely been bypassed during the country’s economic boom of the last three decades. This 
vast area includes all of China’s five Autonomous Regions, where much of China’s 
ethnic minority population lives, and contains important pockets of natural resources. 
Chongqing is the westernmost navigable point on the Chang Jiang, and Chinese officials 
expect port traffic to increase once the ship lift around Three Gorges Dam is fully 
functional.57 
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Following World War II, the central planning authorities in Beijing targeted the 
mountainous valleys around the Chongqing region as the center of a large western 
industrial base. Many of these industries were created to supply defense-related needs; 
they would build upon the industrial production that flourished when Chongqing was 
briefly the capital of the National Government after Japan invaded China during World 
War II. As China began to reduce its military buildup in the 1980s and shift to a market 
economy, many of these industries were encouraged to move out of the mountain valleys 
and relocate in or near Chongqing. As part of the process, the industries increasingly 
focused their production on civilian products.58 

As new infrastructure abounds and foreign and domestic investment in the city increases, 
Chongqing is rapidly becoming one of the fabled “boom” cities of China. Chongqing’s 
pollution, of both air and water, is also well-known, and the city is often included in lists 
of the world’s most polluted metropolises.59 

Shenyang 

The three northeastern provinces of China (Liaoning, 
Jilin, Heilongjiang) are collectively referred to as 
Northeast China (Manchuria). The central lowlands of 
this region contain several major cites that are known 
for their heavy industries. The largest of these cities is 
Shenyang, which lies on the Hun He (Hun River), a 
tributary of the Liao He (Liao River). The Liao He is the 
primary river of southern Northeast China. 

During much of the Qing Dynasty, Shenyang lay within the Willow Palisade, a trench-
and-tree “barricade” that served as the boundary for the migration of Han Chinese from 
the south. This barricade delineated the region of Manchuria in which existing Han 
Chinese migrants might live (Mongol areas lay to the east, Manchu-controlled regions to 
the north, and Korean areas to the west). Shenyang was referred to as Mukden for much 
of the late 19th and early 20th centuries, a period during which the city was under 
Russian, and later, Japanese control. Shenyang served as a base for the Communist 
invasion of mainland China after the city was wrested from the control of Chinese 
Nationalist troops in the fall of 1948.60 

After the Communists came to power, Shenyang became a center of state-owned heavy 
industry and one of the top manufacturing centers in all of China. However, in the 1980s, 
when China moved away from a centrally planned economy to a market-based one, 
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Shenyang, and the Northeast as a whole, lost ground relative to southern parts of the 
nation. Today, Shenyang’s economy remains heavily invested in industry, although it is 
more diversified than in the past. In 2003, the government launched the “Rejuvenate the 
Northeast” initiative. This project aimed at using state, internal, and foreign investment to 
launch projects to help wean Shenyang and other Northeast cities away from the often 
outdated, less competitive public industries.61 Since then, foreign investment has 
increased dramatically for Shenyang businesses (over 15.4 million yuan, or USD 2 billion 
in 2005).62 

Environmental Concerns 

As China’s economy has continued to expand, the country’s environmental issues have 
become a matter of national and global importance. With the world’s largest population, 
China has long prioritized the need to exploit its resources for sustentative and economic 
purposes over environmental concerns about the sustainable use and management of such 
resources. Reports over the last decade, however, have documented the severity of some 
of China’s environmental problems. The Chinese government has since made pollution 
control a priority, although other objectives, such as economic growth in sometimes 
ecologically fragile regions, are often at odds with the nation’s stated environmental 
goals. 

Air Pollution 

Approximately 69% of China’s energy production 
comes from coal, the nation’s most plentiful energy 
resource.63 Resulting high concentrations of sulfur 
dioxide and soot have led to increased amounts of acid 
rain throughout China and the adjoining areas of Asia. 
China is also the world’s second largest emitter of 
carbon dioxide (after the United States), producing 17% 
of the world’s total CO2 emissions from energy.64 
Overall, China is responsible for roughly one third of global air pollutants, and the 
country now has the highest annual incidence rate of premature deaths caused by air 
pollution in the world. An estimated 656,000 Chinese die each year from diseases related 
to air pollution.65  

                                                 

61 People’s Daily Online. “China’s Strategy to Rejuvenate Old Industrial Bases in Northeast.” 19 July 
2004. http://english.peopledaily.com.cn/200407/19/eng20040719_150069.html 
62 ChinaDaily.com.cn. BizChina. “Booming Investment in Shenyang.” 29 April 2006. 
http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/bizchina/2006-04/29/content_584267.htm 
63 Energy Information Administration, U.S. Department of Energy. “Country Analysis Briefs: China [p. 
17].” August 2006. http://www.eia.doe.gov/emeu/cabs/China/pdf.pdf 
64 Energy Information Administration, U.S. Department of Energy. “Country Analysis Briefs: China [p. 
13].” August 2006. http://www.eia.doe.gov/emeu/cabs/China/pdf.pdf 
65 National Geographic News. Platt, Kevin Holden. “Chinese Air Pollution Deadliest in the World, Report 
Says.” 9 July 2007. http://news.nationalgeographic.com/news/2007/07/070709-china-pollution.html 



 
35

Coal Mining and Production 

Coal exacts a high environmental price in China even before it is burned. According to a 
recent World Bank report, Shanxi Province, the heart of China’s coal belt, is home to 
three of the world’s most polluted cities, including Linfen City, which is ranked as the 
most polluted city in the world.66 Much of Shanxi’s coal, which is relatively high in 
sulfur content, first undergoes a distillation process in coking plants. This process also 
adds pollutants to the environment.67 Sinking ground above the mines and coal wastes 
that enter into groundwater and surface water systems add to the negative environmental 
effects.68 While the seriousness of the health effects resulting from such pollution is 
readily acknowledged by government officials, the process of remediation is costly and 
has been slow to be implemented. 

Water Pollution 

While China’s water pollution does not receive as much publicity as its air pollution 
(largely because the consequences of water pollution are mostly internal rather than 
regional or global), it is no less a threat to the health of its citizens and its economy. 
While 21% of the world’s people live in China, the country possesses only 7% of the 
world’s water supplies. As increasing industrialization and rapid urbanization have led to 
pollution of a resource already in short supply, the Chinese government has stressed 
water conservation practices and investment in water pollution-control technology.69 The 
scope of the undertaking is vast; the government estimates that more than 70% of all 
Chinese lakes and rivers are now polluted.70 

Natural Hazards 

China is prone to virtually every type of natural hazard. Although historically rare, 
volcanic eruptions occasionally occur in volcanic fields in the northeastern and western 
parts of the country. Earthquakes and flooding are by far the most deadly and destructive 
disasters, producing monumentally catastrophic events. 

 

 

                                                 
66 CBS News Online Edition. CBS Evening News. “The Most Polluted Places on Earth.” 6 June 2007. 
http://www.cbsnews.com/stories/2007/06/06/eveningnews/main2895653.shtml 
67 Xinhua. People’s Daily Online. “Shanxi Suspends Approval of Coking Projects.” 2 June 2004. 
http://english.people.com.cn/200406/03/eng20040603_145197.html 
68 New York Times Online Edition. Bradsher, Keith and David Barboza. “Pollution from Chinese Coal 
Casts a Global Shadow.” 11 June 2006. 
http://www.nytimes.com/2006/06/11/business/worldbusiness/11chinacoal.html?ex=1307678400en=e9ac1f
6255a24fd8ei=5088partner=rssnytemc=rss&pagewanted=all 
69 ChinaDaily.com.cn. “China Says Water Pollution So Severe that Cities Could Lack Safe Supplies.” 7 
June 2005. http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/english/doc/2005-06/07/content_449451.htm 
70 BBC News, UK Version. Lim, Louisa. “China Warns of Water Pollution.” 23 March 2005. 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/asia-pacific/4374383.stm 



 
36

Earthquakes 

The most deadly earthquake in history struck what is now Shaanxi 
Province in 1556, killing an estimated 830,000 people. Many of the 
people who died in this earthquake lived in cave homes, called 
yaodongs, carved into the cliffs of the Loess Plateau. Few of these 
dwellings were able to survive the intense shaking of the 
earthquake and the resulting massive landslides.71  

In the modern era, an earthquake in 1976, measuring 7.8 on the 
Richter scale, destroyed the Hebei Province city of Tangshan and 
killed at least 240,000. The death toll makes it the most deadly 
earthquake of the 20th century. (The world’s 2nd and 3rd deadliest 
20th century earthquakes also occurred in China in 1927 and 1920, respectively.) The 
area in which the Tangshan earthquake struck was judged to have very little danger of a 
large event occurring, and the structures in the city were not built to withstand the intense 
shaking of a magnitude 7.5+ earthquake.72 Since 1976, Tangshan has been completely 
rebuilt and is today the second largest city in Hebei Province.  

Most recently, a 7.9 magnitude earthquake struck Sichuan Province in May of 2008, 
killing at least 40,000 people in the country’s worst natural disaster since 1976. In 
addition to those killed, more than 247,000 people suffered injury; entire towns were 
leveled, leaving roughly 5 million people homeless. Because a large percentage of the 
local structures suffered total devastation (including several schools), the event raised 
doubts as to whether preventative building codes were sufficiently enforced in that area.73, 

74  

Floods 

Despite the devastating effects of the Chinese 
earthquakes, they have not been the worst disasters to 
befall China. Of increased notoriety are the country’s 
floods, some of which have killed millions of people, 
both directly and indirectly. The world’s eight most 
deadly floods during the 20th century all occurred in 
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China.75 The worst of these happened in 1931 when record summer rains caused flooding 
on several Chinese rivers, including the Chang Jiang (Yangtze River), Huang He (Yellow 
River), and Huai He (Huai River). Breaches in the levees of the Grand Canal and the 
adjacent Gaoyou Hu (Lake Gaoyou) caused several cities immediately east of them to 
flood. Over 140,000 people drowned, and a total of 3.7 million people died over the next 
nine months from disease and starvation related to the disaster.76 

Most of China’s deadliest floods in the 20th century occurred before 1950.77 Since then, 
flood control devices, such as upstream dams and downstream levees, together with 
pumping and more coordinated emergency preparation measures, were put into effect. 
These measures have helped to reduce the loss of life, despite the continued prevalence of 
floods.78 

For China, the 1990s were one of the worst decades on record in terms of the number of 
severe floods. This is in large part due to China’s inherent geographical circumstances, in 
which the most densely populated parts of the country lie on near-flat eastern plains 
subject to drenching summer monsoons coming in from the South China Sea. In addition, 
through increased sedimentation, levees have raised river and lake beds, exacerbating the 
flood conditions when rivers reach the flooding stage or levees are breached. New dams 
and water projects continue to be built throughout China, often with promised goals of 
reduced flooding. However, history demonstrates that China’s massive rivers are not 
easily managed. 
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History 

Few regions of the world have a history as well documented as that 
of China. Its earliest written records date to roughly 1500 B.C.E., 
and archaeological evidence demonstrates the existence of proto-
Chinese civilization and culture as far back as the Paleolithic Age. 
For much of the last several millennia, the political and cultural 
landscape of China was determined by the rise and fall of various 
competing or successive dynasties, whose territory and brand of 
rule dramatically fluctuated. Only the last 100 years of Chinese 
history offer a narrative not based upon the influence and affairs of 
dynastic regimes. 

Ancient China 

Paleolithic and Neolithic 

The first Homo erectus remains found in what is now China are of 
the famous Peking Man (H. erectus pekinensis). Estimated to be 
230,000 to 500,000 years old, the remains of this ancient specimen 
were excavated in the 1920s and 1930s from a cave near the small 
village of Zhoukoudian, located southwest of Beijing (this cave is 
now a World Heritage Site). Unfortunately, many of the fossilized 
remains of Peking Man disappeared during the evacuation of 
Beijing during World War II and have never been rediscovered.79 
In 1963, additional and more ancient Homo erectus fossils were 
found in Lantian County in Shaanxi Province. This discovery 
pushed the known date of human habitation in China back to more 
than one million years before the present day.80 The latest (1999) fossil finds at 
Renzidong Cave in eastern China’s Anhui Province have yielded even older small tools 
that may have belonged to Homo erectus, along with the bones of slain animals. They 
suggest that Homo erectus was established in the area more than two million years ago.81  

Evidence of numerous Neolithic cultures has been found throughout China. Many of 
these archaeological sites are located near the Huang He (Yellow River) and the upper 
stretches of its tributary, the Wei He (Wei River). There are also several sites in the south, 
near the mouth of the Chang Jiang (Yangtze River), in Zhejiang Province. Archaeologists 
believe that by the end of the 3rd millennium B.C.E. two socially stratified regional 
cultures had developed: the northern Longshan, centered along the lower and middle 
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stretches of the Huang He, and the southern Liangzhu, located along the lower Chang 
Jiang.82 Discoveries in the eastern Sichuan Pendi (Szechwan Basin) and the Three Gorges 
area have also established the existence of separate Late Neolithic cultures in this region: 
the Shijiahe to the west and the Baobun to the east.83 

The Early Dynasties 

Xia Dynasty (~2100–1600 B.C.E.) 

The Chinese Bronze Age is commonly thought to have begun 
around the time of the Xia Dynasty.84 Two of China’s oldest 
historical texts contain a list of Xia rulers, beginning with Yu the 
Great, although some have claimed that these rulers are mythical.85 
Most archaeologists believe that the Xia Dynasty was associated 
with Bronze Age sites found in northern Henan and southwestern 
Shanxi Provinces, collectively known as the Erlitou culture.86 
These archaeological findings have, in fact, become the buttressing 
argument for those who believe that the Xia rulers were indeed real 
and not mythical.87 

Shang Dynasty (~1700–1046 B.C.E.) 

The latter part of the Shang Dynasty, unlike the Xia, left a contemporaneous historical 
record that confirms at least some aspects of the ancient historical texts. This record 
mostly exists in writings found on tortoise shells and oxen shoulder blades. These 
artifacts are the earliest verified examples of Chinese writing yet found. Known as the 
Anyang oracle bones, these inscribed bones and shells were discovered close to Xiaotun, 
a small village near Anyang in northern Henan Province, during archaeological digs 
carried out in the 1920s and 1930s. The oracle bones describe divinations performed for 
the last nine Shang rulers, who are believed to have ruled from Xiaotun. Near the Xiaotun 
site are several plundered burial tombs that are thought to be the final resting spots of 
eleven of the last twelve Shang rulers.88 The Xiaotun site is now called Yinxu (“ruins of 
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Yin”) and was recently declared a World Heritage Site. The reign of the last twelve 
Shang rulers is sometimes referred to as the Yin-Shang Dynasty. 

Based on the historical texts, the Shang Dynasty began with the overthrow of the last Xia 
ruler. The first Shang capital was initially located near present-day Cao Xian in western 
Shandong Province, but it was moved at least five more times during the reign of the first 
18 Shang rulers. Ruins of one of these capitals have been found in present-day 
Zhengzhou, the capital of Henan Province. Inscribed bronze vessels and jade carvings 
found in Shang ruins show a high degree of artisanship.89 

Zhou Dynasty (1027–221 B.C.E.) 

The Zhou Dynasty reigned for over 800 years, but only initially did it exert control over 
most of what was then the core of China. For this reason, historians divide the Zhou era 
into Western (early) and Eastern (late) Zhou periods. 

Western Zhou (1027–771 B.C.E.) 

The Zhou people were western vassals of the Shang Dynasty, located in the Wei He (Wei 
River) valley of modern-day Shaanxi Province. In 1046 B.C.E., the Zhou, led by Ji Fa 
(Zhou Wuwang), the son of their recently deceased leader, defeated the Shang forces in 
the Battle of Muye. This marked the beginning of the Western Zhou Dynasty, whose 
capital was established near modern-day Xi’an in Shaanxi Province. The Zhou rulers 
extended their territory through a system in which land was ceremonially given over to 
feudal lords. These lands initially consisted of walled cities. The feudal state generally 
increased in size as neighboring groups intermarried or accepted roles as vassals to the 
feudal lord. Over time, some of the feudal states grew significantly in stature and 
territorial reach. The decentralized feudal structure ultimately led to a gradual fraying of 
dynastic loyalty and control, which resulted in a series of skirmishes during the Eastern 
Zhou period.90 

Eastern Zhou—Spring and Autumn Period (770–476 B.C.E.) 

In 771 B.C.E., northern barbarians swept into the Zhou 
capital, killing the King and forcing his son and the rest 
of the Zhou court into exile to the east. They established 
a new capital at the site of modern-day Luoyang in 
Henan Province. This marked the beginning of the 
Eastern Zhou Dynasty, a period of slow decline that 
lasted over 500 years. The first half of the Eastern Zhou 
Dynasty is called the “Spring and Autumn Period,” after 
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the title of a Confucian historical text that chronicled the times.91 

During this time, the Zhou kings served mostly as ceremonial leaders as the true military 
and political power was held by the kingdoms that emerged from the Zhou feudal states. 
Internal strife between the Zhou territorial kingdoms increased, even as the economy 
boomed and the Iron Age brought advancements in transportation and communication. 
The Zhou “empire” actually expanded during this period, as the non-Chinese areas near 
the margins were conquered and assimilated by the Zhou kingdoms.92 

Eastern Zhou—Warring States Period (476–221 B.C.E.) 

The last 250 years of the Zhou Dynasty was a period of intense political, social, and 
cultural change. As the Zhou kingdoms continued to battle for dominance, resulting in 
frequent changes in territorial alliances and regions of control, the Zhou feudal system 
essentially disintegrated. Power increasingly shifted from the feudal lords to the 
administrators of the kingdoms.93 Urbanization increased during this time as well. 
Culturally, two of the great strains of Chinese religion and philosophy—Taoism and 
Confucianism—were products of this period and the years immediately preceding it. 
Laozi (Lao Tzu), the author of the Tao Te Ching, and Kong Fu Zi (Confucius) are 
thought to have been contemporaries during the period of the Zhou Dynasty decline, 
although there are scholars who question whether Laozi was even a real person.94 

The Early Imperial Dynasties 

Qin Dynasty (221–206 B.C.E.) 

By the 3rd century B.C.E., the kingdom of Qin, centered in the Wei 
He (Wei River) valley, had become the dominant power among the 
warring states. In 256 B.C.E., they deposed the last Zhou ruler, and 
over the next 35 years, they systematically defeated all of the 
remaining states to their east, south, and north. By 221 B.C.E., the 
Qin controlled the entire territory of the former Zhou Dynasty, as 
well as additional areas to the north and south. Thus began the Qin 
Dynasty, China’s shortest, but arguably most influential, dynasty. 

Moving beyond the feudal system, the Qin governed its local 
regions through an administrative structure composed of counties 
and prefectures, a pattern of organizational division that still exists in modified form in 
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present-day China. In this way, the Qin created China’s first empire. Fear of invading 
tribes from the north, east, and west caused the Qin emperor, Qin Shi Huang, to begin the 
construction of fortified protective walls, the antecedents of the Great Wall of China. 
Highways were built to better link the emperor and his capital of Xianyang (near the 
modern city of Xi’an in Shaanxi Province) with the remote outposts of the empire. 

By most historical accounts, Qin Shi Huang was ruthless in squelching dissent and 
rebellion. Using Legalist philosophy, which developed during the late Zhou period, he 
aggressively punished crimes of any degree.95 When he died in 210 B.C.E., his second 
son was made the new emperor through means of court intrigues. He proved to be 
ineffectual, and the end of the dynasty was soon to come.96 Today, the Army of 
Terracotta Warriors constructed around Qin Shi Huang’s tomb remains as a lasting 
legacy of the Qin Dynasty. 

Han Dynasty (206 B.C.E–9 C.E.; 25–220 C.E.) 

Following the collapse of the Qin Dynasty, the Chu and Han kingdoms, key combatants 
during the Warring States period of the old Zhou Dynasty, fought for control of the Qin 
Empire. The Han emerged victorious and began an ethnic dominance over China that has 
continued to this day. 

The Han Dynasty is generally divided into Western and 
Eastern periods. They are separated by a 14-year time 
span (9–23 C.E.) when a Han official briefly usurped the 
throne and founded the short-lived Xin Dynasty. After 
the fall of the Xin ruler, the Han Dynasty was 
reestablished, with a new capital located at modern-day 
Luoyang, east of the Western Han capital of Chang’an 
(near present-day Xi’an). 

The Han Dynasty was a period of territorial expansion. During this time, rulers 
established trade routes to the west (now known as the Silk Road) through inner Asia. As 
the routes developed, the empire initiated a westward expansion of the Great Wall in 
order to repel invasions from the Xiongnu, Turkic tribes from Central Asia.97 

While retaining much of the organizational structure of the Qin Dynasty, the Han rulers 
gradually incorporated Taoist and, later, Confucian ideas into the Legalist traditions 
established during Qin rule.98 In this way, the Han eventually developed a moralistic 
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(Confucianist) component to governance and rule of law that contrasted dramatically 
with the unpopular rule of the Qin. 

During the early part of the Eastern Han Dynasty, the empire expanded as far as present-
day Turkestan. Thereafter, an emperor who favored isolationism came to power and the 
empire did not attempt further western conquests. Nearly 100 years later, the Han Empire 
was in serious decline, weakened by the increasing power of landlords and internal court 
politics. Such strife led many to the conclusion that the Emperor had lost his “mandate of 
heaven,” or legitimacy for continued rule. A peasant revolt, known as the Yellow Turban 
Rebellion, quickly spread throughout North China and forced the Han emperor to turn to 
local warlords to help suppress it. 

Three Kingdoms (220–280 C.E.) 

Ultimately, three groups of these warrior leaders consolidated control of their respective 
domains and ended the last pretenses of Han rule. The empire was effectively split into 
three kingdoms: the northern Wei, the southwestern Shu, and the southeastern Wu. Thus 
began a period of several centuries in which Han China was almost consistently divided 
into numerous local dynasties. 

In the meantime, the relatively short Three Kingdoms period was marked by continued 
warfare as each of the three kingdoms strove to conquer the other two and regain control 
over the old Han Empire. Ultimately, the Wei briefly overcame the Shu kingdom before 
it was internally overthrown and transformed into a new dynasty.99 

Jin Dynasty (265–420 C.E.) and 16 Kingdoms (303–439 C.E.) 

Although historians date the Jin Dynasty to 265 C.E., shortly after the Wei kingdom 
defeated its Shu neighbors to the southwest, the dynasty did not fully unite China until 
280 C.E. At this time, the Jin Dynasty, formed from the recently overthrown Wei 
Dynasty, finally defeated the southern Wu kingdom. Less than ten years later, however, 
the reunited empire again plunged into civil war. The weakened dynasty suffered a 
debilitating defeat in 311 C.E., when Xiongnu forces swept down from the north and 
sacked the Jin capital of Luoyang. The northern invaders 
declared themselves to be of Han lineage and became 
known as the Hanzhou. 

The Jin emperor briefly moved the capital to Chang’an 
(Xi’an), but five years later, in 316 C.E., he was 
captured and killed by the Hanzhou. This marked the 
end of the Western Jin Dynasty. The surviving members 
of the Jin royal family and court fled southward, eventually establishing a new capital in 
Jiankang (near present-day Nanjing). From this location, on the southern bank of the 
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Chang Jiang (Yangtze River), the Jin Dynasty ruled for another 104 years, despite its 
severely weakened state. This later period is known as the Eastern Jin Dynasty. 

Meanwhile, the area conquered by the Hanzhou quickly splintered and re-splintered into 
a complex array of states and sovereignties that are known collectively as the 16 
Kingdoms. Non-Chinese ethnic groups ruled most of these states. For the next 130 years 
or so, North China experienced significant tumult and instability.100 

Northern (386–581 C.E.) and Southern (420–589 C.E.) Dynasties 

Northern and Southern China remained politically divided during all of the 5th century 
and most of the 6th century C.E. The Northern Wei Dynasty (386–534 C.E.), the 
strongest and most “Sinicized” of the 16 Kingdoms, was able to unify much of North 
China by 439 C.E. During the Northern Wei period, Buddhism firmly established roots in 
this region. After 534 C.E., however, the dynasty collapsed and divided into eastern and 
western halves.101 

To the south, the Chang Jiang (Yangtze River) provided an effective barrier from 
northern attacks. The Eastern Jin Dynasty was followed by a succession of four dynasties 
over the next 160 years. It was a period of political instability but relative peace with 
regards to external foes. The Southern Dynasties are known as a golden age for Chinese 
literature and arts.102 

The Middle Dynasties 

Sui Dynasty (581–617 C.E.) 

The Sui Dynasty, like the Qin Dynasty that preceded it by over 800 
years, was short lived but influential. The beginning of the dynasty 
is usually dated to the ascension of Yang Jian (later Emperor Wen) 
to the Northern Dynasty throne in Chang’an (Xi’an). Shortly after 
taking control, the Emperor launched attacks on the Southern 
Dynasty, which culminated in 589 C.E. with the first reunification 
of South and North China in nearly 300 years. 

Another major accomplishment of the Sui was the construction of 
the Grand Canal, which connected the Huang He and the Chang 
Jiang, the two great rivers of China. In addition, administrative reforms occurred during 
this period, and a series of granaries were constructed outside the major cities of the 
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empire. However, a series of failed military campaigns to capture the Korean Peninsula 
led to dissent and, ultimately, to revolt. 

Tang Dynasty (618–907 C.E.) 

The last Sui Emperor was assassinated in 618 C.E., and his leading general, Li Yuan, 
quickly assumed imperial control. Within ten years, Yuan had vanquished all rivals for 
the empire and had firmly established the new Tang Dynasty. During the early period of 
the dynasty, the Emperor expanded upon the administrative structure of counties and 
prefectures that was initially developed during the Qin Dynasty over 800 years earlier. 
Land redistribution was instituted, and rice became an increasingly important staple, 
drawing increased numbers of people to wetter regions, particularly along the Chang 
Jiang (Yellow River) valley. The Tang was also a golden age for Chinese literature. 
Militarily, the empire expanded far into Central Asia and Manchuria, forging one of the 
largest Chinese empires to that point. 

Perhaps the most memorable event during the Tang Dynasty was the ascent of the only 
woman ruler in China’s history: Empress Wu Zhao, a concubine who came to power after 
the preceding emperor died. History has generally portrayed her as a ruthless schemer, 
which is plausible given the many obstacles and other claimants that lay between her and 
the royal throne. Once firmly in power, she declared a new dynasty known as the Zhou. 
During her 15-year reign, she strongly advocated Buddhism, and this period was arguably 
the peak of Buddhist influence within China. In 705 C.E., however, the Empress, who 
was then old and in poor health, was unable to thwart a coup, and the Tang Dynasty was 
restored.103 

The last 150 years of the Tang Dynasty was marked by numerous rebellions, the most 
successful of which was a peasant uprising in 860 C.E. After the revolt, power inexorably 
came into the hands of the regional military authorities. In 907 C.E, one of these military 
leaders, Zhu Wen, deposed the last Tang Emperor, ushering in another period of Chinese 
disunity. 

Five Dynasties and Ten Kingdoms (907–960 C.E.) 

As its name suggests, this brief 53-year period was one of continual upheaval. The Five 
Dynasties occurred in North China, while the Ten Kingdoms were primarily located in 
South China. The northern dynasties formed a succession brought about by military 
conquests and coups, whereas the southern kingdoms were concurrent regional 
administrations of smaller geographic areas. For this reason, southern China was 
generally more stable and economically prosperous during this time.104  

                                                 
103 The E-Museum at Minnesota State University, Mankato. “China: T’ang Dynasty.” No date. 
http://www.mnsu.edu/emuseum/prehistory/china/classical_imperial_china/tang.html 
104 The E-Museum at Minnesota State University, Mankato. “China: The Five Kingdoms.” No date. 
http://www.mnsu.edu/emuseum/prehistory/china/classical_imperial_china/fivedynasties.html 



 
46

Liao Dynasty (916–1125 C.E.) 

During the late stages of the Tang Dynasty, a northern empire was 
established by a nomadic group of people known as the Khitans, 
whose home was the steppes of Mongolia and Manchuria. Lasting 
for more than 200 years, the Liao Dynasty ultimately encompassed 
a significant portion of northern China. Central to this domain was 
a region known as the 16 Prefectures, where the Khitans 
established two of their regional capitals at the site of modern-day 
Beijing and Datong (located in northern Shanxi Province). After 
military conflicts during its early years, the Liao Dynasty achieved 
a relatively stable coexistence with the Northern Song Dynasty, 
which emerged from the chaos of the Five Dynasties period. 
However, the Northern Song emperors were forced to pay annual tributes to the Khitans 
in order to ensure this peace. 

Northern Song Dynasty (960–1127 C.E.)  

The Northern Song Dynasty was focused on South China, rather than North China, for 
much of its history. The dynasty was established when a general in the army of the last of 
the northern Five Dynasties took power in a coup d’état. He came to be known as 
Emperor Taizu, and during his 16 years of rule much of China was reconsolidated. The 
Emperor initially concentrated on the south rather than the north, and, ultimately, the area 
of the southern Ten Kingdoms was brought under Song control. 

Today, the Song Dynasty is remembered as a period of Chinese renaissance. It was not as 
strong militarily as many of the earlier dynasties, and, thus, it used diplomacy rather than 
force to forestall invasion from the north and south. During this period, Confucianism 
replaced Buddhism as the dominant Chinese philosophy, and the doctrine’s low regard 
for the military helps explains why the Song did not develop a strong army. 

Ultimately, however, the Song were forced to retreat from their northern regions, 
including their capital at modern-day Kaifeng in Henan Province. They, as well as their 
northern neighbors, the Liao, were invaded in 1125 C.E. by a group of tribespeople 
known as the Jurchens, who swept down from Manchuria. The Liao Dynasty was 
destroyed by the Jurchen conquest, but the Song were able to regroup in South China, 
where they established their new capital in the present-day city of Hangzhou.105 The 
Jurchens ultimately controlled virtually all of North China, where they established the Jin 
Dynasty. 

Southern Song (1127–1279 C.E.) 
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The period of the Song Dynasty after its retreat from the 
north is known as the Southern Song Dynasty. Its 
boundary with the northern region ruled by the Jurchen 
Jin Dynasty was the classic north-south division line of 
the Qin Ling (Tsinling Mountains) to the east and the 
Huai He (Huai River) to the north. The Southern Song 
eventually established a 44-year period of peace with 
the Jin rulers, but both dynasties soon faced a threat that 
would transform the political map of much of Asia. 

Jin Dynasty (1115–1234 C.E.) 

The second Jin dynasty, like the first, nearly 800 years before, was destined to be 
conquered by Mongol invaders from the north. During their century of rule, the 
Manchurian Jurchens became increasingly influenced by Chinese culture. However, a 
ban on intermarriage existed until 1190 C.E., and the Jurchens retained many aristocratic 
privileges that alienated the Chinese and Khitans who had risen in the Jin’s meritocratic 
system.106 

Shortly after the beginning of the 13th century, the Jin Dynasty’s rulers faced a series of 
sieges on their western and northern lands, carried out by a Mongol army led by Genghis 
Khan. Over the next 30 years, the Jin Empire suffered numerous defeats and 
retrenchments. Even the Great Wall did not prove to be a successful barrier, and Zhongdu 
(as Beijing was then known) was destroyed in 1215 C.E. The Jin moved their capital 
southward to Kaifeng, but less than 20 years later the last remnants of their empire were 
defeated by Mongol forces. 

The Late Dynasties 

Yuan Dynasty (1279–1368 C.E.) 

During the Yuan Dynasty, China was the center of a vast empire that extended across 
Asia to Eastern Europe. It was the first empire to include all of the territory comprising 
modern-day China. While the warlord Genghis Khan is most closely associated with the 
Mongol Empire, much of China was still not under his control at the time of his death in 
1227 C.E. His third son and successor, Ogadei Khan, completed the conquest of the Jin 
Empire, invading the Jin capital of Kaifeng in 1233 C.E. Another 43 years passed before 
the Khan armies, now under the rule of Genghis Khan’s grandson, Kublai, conquered the 
Southern Song capital of Hangzhou. Three years later, the elimination of the last vestiges 
of Song resistance marked the beginning of the Yuan Dynasty. 

It was during the reign of Kublai Khan that Marco Polo traveled 
eastward to China. His subsequent written accounts of his time in 
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the empire of the Great Khan are still in print today. While some have questioned the 
accuracy of Polo’s writings, and even whether he actually made the journey that he 
describes, much of what he wrote agrees with other historical materials and accounts of 
that period of Chinese history. 

During the Yuan Dynasty, a new capital was built at Dadu, in what is modern-day 
Beijing. (The Jin Dynasty capital of Zhongdu, also in Beijing, was destroyed during the 
initial Mongol assaults into northern China.) The Grand Canal was extended to Beijing 
during this time. Other public works, including the construction of palaces, increasingly 
depleted the empire’s funds, as did the restrictions placed on Chinese trade by the 
Mongol rulers. The Khans, like previous non-Chinese rulers, tried to govern China based 
on its traditions and customs, but they denied Han Chinese access to positions of power 
and responsibility. The result was dissension among the Chinese nobility and general 
mismanagement of many governmental business and financial affairs.107  

Despite its military might, the Yuan Dynasty’s control of the whole of China lasted less 
than 100 years. The 14th century saw numerous rebellions, many of them in South China. 
The most notable of these was engineered by the Red Turbans, a group eventually led by 
a peasant and former Buddhist novice named Zhu Yuanzhang. In 1368 C.E., during a 
Yuan Dynasty succession battle, Zhu declared himself emperor and established modern-
day Nanjing as his capital. A year later the Yuan capital at Dadu (Beijing) was captured. 
The Mongol rulers retreated to Mongolia, where they established the Northern Yuan 
Dynasty, and they never again made significant advances into China. 

Ming Dynasty (1368–1644 C.E.) 

The Ming Dynasty was the last dynasty to be governed by native 
Chinese rulers. The dynasty’s first emperor is remembered as a 
tyrannical ruler who nevertheless helped reestablish China after 
years of Yuan misrule. Administrative, legal, and land reforms 
were all initiated during his reign. Under Emperor Yongle, the third 
Ming Emperor, the Ming court returned to Beijing. The old Yuan 
palace was destroyed and replaced by an even more remarkable 
one in the walled compound we know today as the Forbidden City. 

Early in the Ming Dynasty, great naval expeditions set out to 
Southeast Asia and beyond, but these expeditions were diplomatic and trade-oriented 
rather than militaristic. However, changes in foreign policy were already brewing. 
Influential Confucian scholars in the imperial court warned of the dangers of increased 
dependence on foreign goods. By the middle of the 15th century, after years of continued 
skirmishes with the Mongols to the north, China became increasingly isolationist. Naval 
expeditions were halted, and shipbuilding of large vessels also ceased, which heightened 
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the country’s vulnerability to pirating along the coast.108 To the north, the empire began 
expanding and refortifying the Great Wall, a major construction project that continued for 
200 years.109 Today, most of the Wall that remains standing was built during the Ming 
Dynasty period. 

Ultimately, the arrival of foreign parties could not be completely precluded, and by 1553 
the Portuguese had established Macau on China’s southern coast.110 This was the first 
permanent European trading settlement in that area. Trade was primarily conducted in 
Guangzhou (Canton) in the nearby Zhujiang Sanjiaozhou (Pearl River Delta). Portuguese 
trade led to the introduction of agricultural products from the New World, such as 
potatoes and corn. Chili peppers, a staple of southern Chinese cooking, also came to 
China via trade during the Ming period.111 

The decline of the Ming Dynasty followed a familiar pattern. Weak or disinterested 
emperors allowed court intrigues to preoccupy the government. Meanwhile, taxes were 
increased to pay for the lavish needs of the imperial court, and to finance military actions 
against the Mongols and the Jurchens in Manchuria.112 Eventually the rampant banditry 
occurring throughout the country developed into active rebellions, which were 
exacerbated by severe economic conditions in the wake of devastating droughts and 
floods in North China. 

Qing Dynasty (1644–1911 C.E.) 

The advent of the Qing Dynasty marked the second time that all of 
China was ruled by foreigners. Unlike the earlier Yuan Dynasty, 
however, the Qing peoples were capable rulers, and they were able 
to maintain imperial control for a longer period of time. They 
emerged from Manchuria, where in the early 17th century a tribal 
chief named Nuerhachi had united all three tribes of the Jurchen 
people, who were thereafter known as the Manchus. 

The Manchus successfully expanded their domain via warfare and alliances to encompass 
Mongolia and Korea. Utilizing unique civil-military units known as “banners,” which 
incorporated many non-Manchus, they were able to rapidly build a formidable and loyal 
military structure. As rebellion swept though China during the late stages of the Ming 
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Dynasty, a Ming general stationed in the northeast allowed the Manchu army to pass 
through the Great Wall. He requested their help to suppress a rebel leader who had 
marched into Beijing, deposed the Ming emperor, and declared a new dynasty. The 
combined Ming and Manchu forces were able to put down the rebellion, after which the 
Manchu leader declared himself emperor of the new Qing Dynasty. After 40 years, the 
last pockets of Ming resistance to the new dynasty were extinguished, leaving all of 
China under Qing control.113 

The early Qing rulers avoided many of the mistakes of earlier foreign-run dynasties. 
Significantly, they incorporated Chinese Han into important administrative positions, 
although they still maintained authority over government matters. Economically, they 
instituted tax relief and encouraged land cultivation.114 

However, the Qing were quite adamant that the conquered Chinese completely submit to 
their rule, and they established unpopular measures to assure compliance. One such 
measure was the sweeping imposition of the Manchu queue hairstyle, consisting of a 
shaved head with a long tail in the back, which was required for all men. Resistance to 
the queue resulted in death. Attempts were also made to ban the practice of foot-binding 
by Chinese women, but the Qing were less successful in enforcing this directive. 

Despite their expansion of the Chinese empire to the western regions of Tibet and 
Xinjiang, the Qing were generally isolationist in their foreign policies, and they 
encouraged agriculture over industrial development. Ultimately, these policies were 
partly to blame for the eventual downfall of the dynasty.115 

Early in the Qing Dynasty, the Chinese economy flourished, and China saw a period of 
rapid population growth. However, the increasing demands of a growing population led 
to economic challenges, particularly as the Qing leaders were forced to invest more of the 
empire’s wealth into military actions against rebellions in central China. The most 
famous of these uprisings was the White Lotus Rebellion, which lasted nine years around 
the beginning of the 19th century.116 

Meanwhile, China faced a new threat from foreign powers in its southern port of 
Guangzhou (Canton). During the late 1700s and early 1800s, the British East India 
Company shipped thousands of tons of opium from India into China in exchange for 
Chinese tea and other goods. This not only created social problems for the Chinese, but it 
eventually became an economic issue as the silver payments for the opium began to drain 
China’s reserves. Despite imperial bans instituted on the opium trade in the 1830s, British 
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traders continued to pursue the lucrative business and had little problem, at least initially, 
finding Chinese merchants willing to import the 
opium.117 

Eventually, confrontation over the opium shipments led 
to war. Unfortunately for the Chinese, their military 
forces were ill prepared to fight against the modern 
British forces, which had cannons and muskets. The 
Chinese defeats during the First Opium War, and twelve 
years later, the Second Opium War, resulted in a series 
of one-sided treaties that granted numerous trade 
concessions to the British, French, Russians, and Americans.118 

During the 1850s and 1860s, rebellions grew in southern China and spread north, while 
mostly Chinese Muslims in the western provinces clashed with non-Muslim Chinese. 
Adding further fuel to the growing domestic fire was a terrible drought in 1877–78, 
which caused great suffering for millions of people in the northern provinces.119 As 
discontent grew, attempts by the Chinese government to industrialize and modernize their 
military were in turn hindered by general corruption and mismanagement.120 

Thus, as the 19th century drew to a close, Chinese rulers found themselves increasingly 
dominated by the colonial powers that had established trading and missionary activities 
throughout China. They also had to confront rising internal conflicts and discontent with 
Qing rule. Furthermore, the emperors of this time often came to the throne when they 
were young children, and, in these cases, power was transferred to regents, the most 
notable of whom was the Empress Dowager Cixi. In 1898, she usurped power from the 
reform-minded Emperor Guangxu, who was of mature age. He was placed in internal 
exile, but was never forced to abdicate, even though he had no 
powers.121 

Shortly thereafter, Empress Dowager Cixi threw her support 
behind yet another indigenous rebellion. This group was known as 
the Fists of Righteous Harmony, but foreigners referred to them as 
“Boxers” because of their martial arts skills. The Boxers turned 
their fury away from the ruling Qing Dynasty and toward the 
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foreign powers in China, unleashing a wave of attacks on missionaries and Chinese 
converts. They marched toward the capital, where foreign diplomats fought off the 
Boxers with a small group of military personnel until a faction of international troops, 
including American forces, arrived and was able to rescue the diplomats and drive back 
the Boxer forces. 

The failure of the Boxer Rebellion heralded the end of the Qing Dynasty. While the 
Empress Dowager was allowed to continue to rule, the true power in China was rapidly 
shifting to the colonial interests, who intensely pursued “spheres of influence” within the 
country. Meanwhile, far from Beijing, a revolution was brewing in South China that 
would soon bring an end to the long string of Chinese dynasties.122 

20th Century China 

Post-Imperial China and the Chinese Civil War 

In 1908, the Empress Dowager and the deposed, but still titular Emperor died within one 
day of each other. The two-year old son of the Emperor’s half-brother was made the new 
emperor, and three years later he became China’s “last emperor.” During these final years 
of the empire, Sun Yat-sen, a leader from southern Guangdong Province, formed a group 
known as the Tongmenghui (or Revolutionary Alliance), whose goal was to overthrow 
the Qing Dynasty and reestablish native control of China. They also planned to establish 
a Chinese republic (thereby abolishing the imperial system) and institute land reform. In 
effect, the organization had republican, nationalist, and socialist goals, which not 
surprisingly led to future political divisions and splintering. 

In 1911, a military mutiny in the city of Wuhang allowed the Revolutionary Army to take 
control of what is now the large city of Wuhan in Hubei Province. The Qing Dynasty 
failed to immediately respond, and support for the incipient revolution spread across 
numerous Chinese provinces. Two months later, representatives from throughout China 
met in Nanjing and declared the formation of the Provisional Republican Government, 
with Sun Yat-sen as the Provisional President.  

Sun Yat-sen’s time as president was fleeting. The Qing general 
Yuan Shikai was called upon to force the abdication of the Qing 
rulers, and in return he was given the position of President of the 
Republic. Yuan’s inclinations were imperial, however, and it was 
not long before he declared himself president-for-life, and then 
emperor. 

This sparked revolt in the southern provinces, which entered into a 
period of strife and “warlordism” after Yuan’s death in 1917. Sun 
Yat-sen still harbored hopes of reuniting the country and 
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establishing a parliamentary democracy, but his power base in Guangdong Province was 
far from Beijing and North China. During the 1920s, his party, the Guomindang (also 
known as the KMT or Nationalist Party), received political and military assistance from 
the Soviet Union. However, the Soviet Union also temporarily cooperated with the 
Chinese Communist Party (CCP), which was founded by Mao Zedong and others in 
Shanghai in 1921.123 

Jiang Jieshi (Chang Kaishek in Yue) became the new leader of the KMT after Sun Yat-
sen’s death in 1925, an event that marked a turning point in modern Chinese history. 
Jiang led the Northern Expedition that reached Beijing in 1928 and established a national 
government, although there were still many areas of the country in which warlords 
continued to hold power. During the Northern Expedition, the Guomindang fragmented 
into leftist and rightist branches. Jiang’s rightist branch of the Guomindang also ended its 
alliance with the CCP. The Communists retreated to southern and central China while 
Jiang established the new central government in Nanjing. 

Over the next 20 years, the Guomindang and CCP 
engaged in alternating periods of civil war and 
cooperative fronts against the Japanese. As the KMT 
focused on a series of expeditions to defeat the 
Communists, the Japanese invaded Manchuria in 1931 
and established a “puppet state,” placing the last Qing 
emperor on the throne. Jiang paid scant attention to the 
growing Japanese presence on the northern border, as 
the Guomindang forces were gathering for a final assault on the last southern Communist 
stronghold in Jiangxi Province. The escape of the Communists from their trapped 
location in the south, and their subsequent brutal trek to the far north of the country is 
now known as the Long March. It was during this period that Mao Zedong established 
himself as the unquestioned leader of the CCP.124 

In 1936, Jiang was kidnapped by a former Manchurian military commander and was 
freed only after agreeing to set up a second front with the CCP against the looming 
Japanese threat in North China. By the second half of 1937, Japan and China were 
involved in a full-scale war that featured terrible atrocities. By many estimates, about 
250,000 to 300,000 noncombatants were killed and 20,000 women raped when the 
Japanese invaded Jiang’s capital of Nanjing. Even today, over 70 years later, the events 
of this war (usually called the Second Sino-Japanese War) continue to affect Sino-
Japanese relations.125 
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Jiang’s government moved inland, setting up their new capital in Chongqing, which was 
bombed frequently during the war but was difficult to attack by land. By 1945, the 
Japanese were defeated by the Chinese National Revolutionary Army, which consisted of 
both Red Army and Guomindang forces. Allied assistance also proved crucial to this 
victory. 

The end of the Sino-Japanese War was soon followed by the second act of the ongoing 
civil war between the Guomindang and the CCP. The Communists had used the war to 
establish new bases inland, and they emerged from the conflict stronger than their rivals. 
They were also winning the propaganda war against the Guomindang, whom many 
viewed as corrupt. Soon they began to push Jiang’s forces increasingly further to the 
south. 

By 1949, Jiang and his remaining troops and supporters fled to the island of Taiwan, 
where they declared the city of Taipei the new capital of the Republic of China. (Prior to 
the Guomindang exodus to their island, the people of Taiwan had just emerged from a 
50-year period of Japanese rule.) Over the next quarter century, Taiwan was able, under 
tight Guomindang control, to establish itself economically. However, its political position 
eroded in the 1970s as the Western world began to recognize the People’s Republic of 
China (PRC), the name of the mainland Communist-led administration, as the sole 
legitimate Chinese government.126 

 

 

 

The People’s Republic of China (1949–Present)  

China has now been a Communist state since 1949, but the 
country’s social, economic, and political policies have varied 
dramatically, despite the continued one-party rule and overarching 
socialist philosophy. For the first 27 years, the Communist Party 
Chairman, Mao Zedong, was the face of China. The last 20 years 
of his reign as Communist Party Chairman were marked by several 
reform movements that are generally regarded as terrible, if not 
tragic, missteps. China’s burgeoning economic strength only 
became possible once Mao was no longer in control. Nonetheless, 
he unmistakably played an important role in establishing China as a 
military and political power. 
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When the Communists came to power in late 1949, China lay in economic shambles, 
decimated by the war with Japan and over 20 years of civil war. The first seven years 
were marked by land redistribution policies, inflation control, and increasing industrial 
production based on the Soviet model. Social control was also a central theme, and 
hundreds of thousands, if not millions, of perceived Chinese counterrevolutionaries were 
either “reeducated” or killed. During this period, the Chinese actively supported their 
neighboring communist state of North Korea in the Korean War, and they invaded Tibet, 
although both the PRC127 and Taiwan128 have long claimed that China never relinquished 
sovereignty over the Tibetan region. 

In 1956, the government experimented with free speech by initiating the “One Hundred 
Flowers Campaign,” in which intellectuals were encouraged to offer constructive 
criticism of Chinese governmental policies. The campaign lasted less than a year and was 
followed shortly thereafter by an anti-rightist crackdown, which caused some to suggest 
that the true goal of the free-speech campaign was to identify potential threats to the 
state.129 

Perhaps no program has been as badly misnamed as the Great Leap Forward. It 
developed as part of the government’s Five Year Plan for 1958–63. In an attempt to 
simultaneously increase both agricultural and industrial production, China’s huge rural 
labor force was reorganized into over 20,000 immense communes, with each commune 
receiving ownership of land and equipment. In addition to instituting questionable 
practices for increasing agricultural productivity, the Great Leap Forward also propagated 
small-scale industrial enterprises, most notably backyard steel furnaces that produced 
low-quality pig iron. 

The results of the program were disastrous. Agricultural yields plunged (despite reports 
of “record” harvests fabricated by pressured communal administrators), resulting in 
widespread famine and tens of millions of deaths. By 1959, even Mao was forced to 
admit that the new policy was failing. As a result, he stepped down as Chairman of the 
PRC, although he kept his position as the Chairman of the Communist Party.130 

After World War II, the Cold War divided the world into two camps of generally aligned 
interests: Communist and non-Communist nations. In 1960, this ostensibly neat division 
was complicated by a break in relations between China and the Soviet Union, the world’s 
two largest Communist countries. While the split was founded on the gradual 
development of shifting priorities and policies between the two countries, the triggering 
events were the failure of the Soviet Union to share nuclear technology with the Chinese 

                                                 
127 China.org.cn. Information Office of the State Council of the People’s Republic of China. “Tibet – Its 
Ownership and Human Rights Situation.” September 1992. http://www.china.org.cn/e-white/tibet/ 
128 Taiwan Communiqué, no. 104. “A New Tibetan Policy.” March 2003. 
http://www.taiwandc.org/twcom/104-no5.htm 
129 Encyclopædia Britannica Online. “China: The Transition to Socialism, 1953-1957: Political 
Developments.” 2007. http://www.britannica.com/eb/article-71848/China 
130 Federal Research Division, Library of Congress. A Country Study: China. “The Great Leap Forward, 
1958-60.” 1987. http://lcweb2.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?frd/cstdy:@field(DOCID+cn0039) 



 
56

and their siding with Taiwan and India on disputes with China.131 China later developed 
its own nuclear weapons, and by 1967 it had tested its first hydrogen bomb.132 

During the second half of the 1960s, China was swept by a period 
of cultural cleansing. This Cultural Revolution was sanctioned by 
Mao and engineered by the so-called Gang of Four, including 
Mao’s third wife Jiang Qing. In actuality, others were also involved 
in masterminding the events, but the Gang of Four were the ones 
who were eventually held accountable. During this period of 
renewed revolutionary fervor, hordes of youths wearing red 
armbands (known as the Red Guard) were encouraged to denounce 
“revisionists,” those who were not vigilantly supportive of Maoist 
doctrine. It was a period during which millions either died or had 
their lives destroyed. The historical remnants and treasures of 
China’s ancient history were also threatened by zealous Red Guard members who tried to 
excise all reminders of China’s feudal and exploitative past. 

As the tumultuous 1960s came to a close, few could predict the major changes that would 
take place in China during the next ten years. As relations with the Soviet Union 
continued to deteriorate (culminating in border skirmishes between the two countries in 
the spring and summer of 1969), China began to reevaluate its mostly hostile relationship 
with the West. In 1971, the People’s Republic of China entered the United Nations, 
replacing the Taiwanese Republic of China as the sole Chinese delegation to that body. A 
year later, after months of negotiation, President Richard M. Nixon, Secretary of State 
Henry Kissinger, and other key American officials traveled to China and ushered in a 
new era of Sino-American relations. In 1976, Mao Zedong and Zhou Enlai, the long-time 
Chinese premier, both died. The Gang of Four was arrested shortly after Mao’s death and 
charged with plotting a coup against Mao’s successor, Hua Guofeng. 

In 1978, Deng Xiaoping, a reform-oriented Communist Party official, maneuvered 
himself to power, and he subsequently led China for well over a decade, despite never 
officially holding the position of head of state. Deng’s reemergence, after his forced exile 
during the Cultural Revolution era, was remarkable. Under Deng, China embarked on a 
path in which pragmatism outweighed conformance to Marxist or Maoist doctrine. Deng 
embraced Zhou Enlai’s proposed Four Modernizations (agriculture, industry, 
science/technology, and military), and he pressed economic reforms that would accelerate 
China’s access to modern technology and foreign investment. Relations with the West 
and Japan warmed appreciably, and China was soon able to negotiate an agreement with 
the United Kingdom for the transference of Hong Kong back to the Chinese at the end of 
the century. 

                                                 
131 Encyclopædia Britannica Online. “International Relations: Total Cold War and the Diffusion of Power, 
1957-72: The Sino-Soviet Split.” 2007. http://www.britannica.com/eb/article-32950/international-relations 
132 The Nuclear Weapon Archive. “China’s Nuclear Program.” 1 May 2001. 
http://nuclearweaponarchive.org/China/ChinaTesting.html 



 
57

In the late 1970s and 1980s, political reform was less of a priority than economic 
expansion. The socialist modernization program that Deng put into motion certainly 
resembled capitalism, but the Chinese government insisted that for conditions to improve 
for the entire populace, the country would continue to work within a socialist framework 
led by the Communist Party. 

During the late 1980s, as a wave of labor protests and political liberalization swept 
through many of the Communist regimes of Europe, demands for political reforms led to 
demonstrations in Chinese cities. The most notable of these was in Beijing. Shortly after 
the death of former Communist Party Chairman Hu Yaobang, a pragmatic political 
reformer who was forced to resign in 1987 because of his tolerance of “bourgeois 
liberalization,”133 protesters gathered at Tiananmen Square, just outside the gates of the 
Forbidden City. As the protests continued and grew increasingly clamorous, the Chinese 
military was ordered to break up the demonstrations. On 4 June, troops armed with tanks 
entered Tiananmen Square and violently suppressed the protests. One striking photograph, 
an image of a single protester standing his ground as tanks rumbled towards him, became 
a lasting symbol of this period. (Twenty years later, Time magazine named this 
“unknown rebel” one of the top 20 leaders and revolutionaries of the 20th century.)134 
Shortly thereafter, China further purged any organized political opposition to the 
Communist state, and it mandated “reeducation” for many students as well as 
government and party officials.  

During this time, China faced considerable foreign criticism concerning the Tiananmen 
Square incident, including strained diplomatic ties and economic sanctions. However, the 
nation soon made efforts to repair its foreign relations, and shortly thereafter, it made 
substantial progress in instituting critical economic reforms. In 1992, at the 14th Party 
Congress, Deng Xiaoping’s initiatives for the development of a market-oriented economy 
earned official sanction from the state. In subsequent years, China’s leaders prioritized 
economic growth and reorganization, which involved the privatization of previously 
state-owned enterprises and relaxed foreign trade restrictions. While most reforms were 
limited to the economic, rather than political, arena, they nonetheless led to a higher 
standard of living for many of the country’s citizens.135  

Significantly, near the end of the century, China 
regained official control of two regional properties: 
Hong Kong (relinquished by the United Kingdom in 
1997) and Macau (relinquished by the Portuguese in 
1999). China classified each of these territories as 
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Special Administrative Regions. This designation allows them to maintain relative 
autonomy outside of defense and foreign affairs, which are handled exclusively by the 
central government of the PRC. China’s resumed control of these regions marked an 
important development in the PRC’s quest for territorial integrity.  

The 21st Century 

During the early years of this century, a new generation of leaders 
(known as the “Fourth Generation”) gradually emerged, and they 
have proven to be more technocratic than ideologically oriented.136 
Among them is China’s current president, Hu Jintao, who was 
recently elected for a second term spanning until 2013.137 Much 
speculation has centered on what direction the government’s 
leaders could take in matters related to internal political reform. 
Such concerns are particularly relevant in light of recent events in 
Tibet, which has seen widespread protests calling for the region’s 
independence, followed by military suppression of dissenting 
individuals.  

More certain, however, is the general direction of China’s economic and foreign policy. 
Political stability and good relations with neighbors are seen as keys to continuing 
economic progress, and to this end, China has worked to strengthen its relations with 
various countries in the surrounding region and throughout the world. At the same time, 
China maintains its efforts to politically and culturally unify the historically distinct areas 
within its vast territory, including Tibet, Taiwan, Hong Kong, and the remote Xinjiang 
Autonomous Region.  

Along these lines, China continues to face huge challenges, including environmental 
degradation, resource shortages, concerns about political and human rights issues, and 
increasing income disparities between rural and urban areas. Specifically, an outbreak of 
SARS (Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome) in 2003 highlighted the country’s 
susceptibility to public health crises. China has also unquestionably become an economic 
superpower, one that is now a member of the World Trade Organization (since 2001) and 
the host of the 2008 Olympic Games. Additional signs of its resurgence include the 
development of a burgeoning space exploration program and the ongoing modernization 
of its military. As the nation continues to reassert itself economically and politically, it 
will undoubtedly remain one of the focal points of global attention and affairs.  
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Economy 

Introduction 

Since 1978, China has been in the process of 
restructuring its centrally planned economy in order to 
incorporate free market practices and policies. The 
scope of this ongoing transition has been vast, and today 
the economy remains hybrid, with both private and 
state-owned sectors.138 In December 2001, China 
became a member of the World Trade Organization 
(WTO). This development solidified the country’s 
integration into the world economy and demonstrated a formal, though in some respects 
qualified, commitment to free enterprise.  

Industry 

Whereas China was once the embodiment of an 
agricultural nation, the country’s burgeoning industrial 
sector has fueled its rapid economic growth. In 2007, 
48% of China’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP) came 
from industry.139 In comparison, the United States’ 
industrial sector accounted for only 23% of the U.S. 
GDP in 2005.140 (The majority of the U.S. GDP comes 
from the services sector.) In 2004, manufacturing was 
the dominant industrial segment, contributing over 44% of the total GDP output.141  

China’s industrial output is highly diversified. In areas near the country’s Special 
Economic Zones (located predominantly on the coast), manufacturing of goods for export 
has driven growth in jobs and foreign investment. The products produced in these areas 
come from a mix of labor-intensive, light industries ranging from high-tech electronic 
equipment to garments and plastic products.142  
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State-Owned Enterprises 

Heavy, energy-intensive industries continue to form a major part of the Chinese economy, 
and most of the country’s state-owned enterprises (SOEs) are found in this economic 
segment. Contrary to common belief, China did not privatize many of the SOEs during 
the 1980s, when the first wave of the nation’s economic reforms began in earnest. Instead, 
China made efforts to restructure the SOEs in order to make them profitable by 
introducing market forces.  

Since the mid 1990s, however, privatization has become increasingly common, often 
through joint-stock cooperatives in which workers and managers are allowed to purchase 
equity shares from the state. (In these cases, managers are allowed to purchase much 
higher percentages than workers.) A somewhat controversial outgrowth of this model is 
the managerial buyout (MBO). Unlike MBOs in the West, entrepreneurial Chinese 
managers have often been able to purchase large equity stakes of SOEs at below-market 
prices. In some cases, the low prices are achieved by insider manipulation. These shares 
are often subsequently leveraged by managers to achieve an even higher percentage of 
the firm’s shares. Recent reforms announced by the Chinese State Asset Supervision and 
Administration Commission (SASAC) have banned MBOs for large-size SOEs and have 
placed strict regulations on the privatization of small and medium-size SOEs by 
managers.143   

Township-Village Enterprises 

In small-scale rural industries, particularly near the 
coastal areas, the formation of township-village 
enterprises (TVEs) has been the principal means of 
restructuring small SOEs. In TVEs, ownership lies with 
the citizens of villages and townships, making the TVE, 
in essence, a local version of a state-run enterprise. 
Between 1978, the beginning of Deng’s economic 
reforms, and 1996, TVE employment grew from 28 
million to 135 million.144 During that time period, the TVE share of the Chinese GDP 
grew to almost 30% in 1995.145 One of the most fundamental roles of the TVEs was the 
creation of internal competition for the SOEs, which forced SOE monopolies to become 
more efficient.  
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Much of the early success of TVEs came in industrial niches traditionally underserved by 
the command economy. In particular, consumer goods—objects as mundane as buttons 
and rubber bands—had the potential to be quite profitable in a market of over one billion 
people. The manufacturing of processed products (e.g., clothes, food) was also a natural 
industrial enterprise at the rural level.146 As rural incomes grew, rural construction 
expanded, and some TVEs capitalized on this by producing building materials.147   

Since 1996, the number of collective TVEs has diminished as increased competition from 
privatized urban industries has reduced the competitive advantages of the enterprises. 
Overall TVE employment has slightly increased, but now the majority of employees 
work in private TVEs. The private TVEs are often former collective TVEs that have been 
privatized through the MBO process. In 2003, only 12 million Chinese worked in classic 
collective TVEs, down from 60 million in 1995.148  

Banking 

The Chinese banking system has been in a state of 
transition since 1995, when the People’s Bank of China 
Law and the Commercial Bank Law both went into 
effect. The latter law chartered China’s “Big Four” 
state-owned commercial banks (Bank of China, China 
Construction Bank, Industrial and Commercial Bank of 
China, Agricultural Bank of China). The former law 
designated the People’s Bank of China as the country’s 
central bank, with mandates to manage monetary policy and to issue currency. Originally, 
the People’s Bank was also the regulatory agency for Chinese banking, but that 
responsibility was removed in 2003 and assigned to the new China Banking Regulatory 
Commission (CBRC).149 The legislation effective in 1995 also created three new “policy 
banks” (Agricultural Development Bank of China, Export and Import Bank of China, 
China Development Bank) to assume the state-spending and trade development functions 
previously performed by the Big Four banks.150 

Each of the Big Four banks specializes in specific areas of commercial lending and 
banking services. For example, the Bank of China is involved with foreign exchange 
transactions and trade financing. A legacy issue for all of these banks has been a high 
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percentage of non-performing loans, mostly from the pre-SOE reform era (1995 and 
earlier). Between 1998 and 2005, the Chinese government spent USD 283 billion to take 
many of these bad debts off the books of the state banks through means of purchases 
through state-run assets management companies.151 Of late, the amount of remaining 
non-performing loans held by China’s major commercial banks, including both state-
owned and some private institutions, was estimated to be roughly USD 173 billion. 
However, financial problems associated with the real estate market may lead to additional 
loan deficiencies.152  

Despite the bad loans, foreign banks such as Bank of America and the Singapore bank, 
Temasek, have been very actively investing in Chinese banks. Current Chinese law 
allows foreign investment groups to take no more than a 20% interest in a Chinese bank, 
but several foreign banks now have 19.9% stakes.153 Foreign investment has also been 
strong in China’s so-called second and third-tier banks, which are smaller commercial 
banks or city banks.  

After China’s entry into the World Trade Organization, many foreign banks began to 
offer their services within China. By 2004, there were over 70 foreign banks with more 
than 150 branches operating within the country.154 Recently, China instituted new 
regulations allowing for the local incorporation of foreign banks, giving them the right to 
conduct business with local Chinese citizens in Chinese currency. As a result, more than 
20 foreign banks opened branches with corporate status in China in 2007.155, 156 

Trade 

In 2007, China ranked in the top three, along with the 
United States and Germany, in total trade.157, 158 In that 
year, China exported USD 1.218 trillion of goods and 
imported USD 956 billion, resulting in a huge USD 262 

                                                 
151 International Herald Tribune. Lague, David and Donald Greenlees. “China’s Troubled Banks Lure 
Investors.” 21 September 2005. http://www.iht.com/articles/2005/09/21/business/bank.php 
152 Reuters: India. Klamann, Edmund. “Major Chinese Banks’ NPL Ratio Falls to 6.1 Pct.” 21 July 2008. 
http://in.reuters.com/article/asiaCompanyAndMarkets/idINSHA28616020080721 
153 International Herald Tribune. Lague, David and Donald Greenlees. “China’s Troubled Banks Lure 
Investors.” 21 September 2005. http://www.iht.com/articles/2005/09/21/business/bank.php 
154 Federal Research Division, Library of Congress. “Country Profile: China.” August 2006. 
http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/profiles/China.pdf 
155 Thaindian News. Xinhua. “Over 20 Foreign Banks Open Branches in China.” 27 February 2008. 
http://www.thaindian.com/newsportal/business/over-20-foreign-banks-open-branches-in-
china_10021746.html 
156 China Daily. BizChina. Lu, Zhang. “Foreign Lenders See Capital Growth in China.” 12 May 2008. 
http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/bizchina/2008-05/12/content_6677617.htm 
157 CIA World Factbook. “Rank Order: Exports.” 15 May 2008. 
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/rankorder/2078rank.html  
158 CIA World Factbook. “Rank Order: Imports.” 15 May 2008. 
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/rankorder/2087rank.html 



 
63

billion trade surplus.159 China’s growth rate in exports in 2007 was almost 26%, an 
extremely high rate that is characteristic of prior years as well.160   

Accordingly, the Chinese trade surplus has hit record levels in recent years. As the 
surplus has soared, with an increasing amount of it stemming from U.S.–China trade, 
there have been some calls in the United States to institute punitive tariffs on Chinese 
goods until the Chinese government allows the value of the yuan to rise.161 Unlike most 
countries, which allow the value of their currency to float on the open markets, China 
tightly controls the value of the yuan and allows it to fluctuate only within a very narrow 
range.162 Since 2005, China has allowed the value of the yuan to rise roughly 20% against 
the USD, but the trade deficit has continued to escalate. In the meantime, U.S. officials 
hope the Chinese will carry out further exchange rate reform.163  

However, the Chinese may be reluctant to do so. Further appreciation of the yuan could 
compel manufacturing and export companies to move their operations out of China (to 
places such as Vietnam) in order to escape rising labor and material costs. Such a 
development, which has already occurred in some regions, would substantially decrease 
the employment opportunities for China’s massive labor force.164  

Furthermore, as the annual trade surpluses have continued to swell, the People’s Bank of 
China has accumulated a USD 1.8 trillion (and steadily growing) stockpile of foreign 
currency reserves,165 much of which has gone into U.S. investments, such as Treasury 
bills. Some observers have become worried by the amount of U.S. debt now held by the 
Chinese, speculating that any significant pull out of the U.S. securities market by China 
could drive interest rates higher.  

Recently, China has shown interest in spreading some of these foreign reserves into other 
forms of investments.166 Such a strategy is based on a desire to achieve a higher rate of 
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return and as a way to acquire assets, such as oil fields, mines, and even entire companies, 
that the government feels will assure the continued growth of the Chinese economy. In 
2007, the Chinese Ministry of Finance formed a new agency designed to manage these 
more financially aggressive investments.167 Designated as the China Investment 
Corporation, this fund initiated its operations with USD 200 billion at its disposal.168     

Exports 

Only Canada exports as many goods to the United States as China. The U.S. is China’s 
largest trading partner and export destination, receiving 21% of China’s exports in 
2006.169 In that year, the major export areas for China (listed in order of export value) 
were electrical machinery and equipment, power machinery (a broad category that 
includes computers, personal digital assistants, power tools, and small appliances), 
textiles and clothing, iron and steel, optical and medical equipment, furniture, inorganic 
and organic chemicals, footwear, toys and games, vehicles, and plastics. Iron and steel 
was the fastest growing category, as it has been for several years, making China a net 
exporter of these commodities.170  

In 2007 the Chinese manufacturing industry came under intense scrutiny for its 
production and export of faulty, toxic, or tainted foods and goods, such as children’s toys, 
toothpaste, and pet food products. China ultimately banned the use of certain ingredients 
in its products and instituted some stricter oversight regulations, particularly in the 
pharmaceutical drug industry. Regardless, the prevalence of contaminated products 
exported from China signaled a significant deficiency in the country’s regulatory 
commission, which has had difficulty keeping up with the expanding economy.171 This 
issue of responsible oversight is one of great importance as China continues to integrate 
itself into the global economy.  

Imports 

Before China’s candidacy and eventual entry into the 
WTO, the country’s commitment to free trade was 
dubious. While Chinese exports grew at a rapid pace 
throughout the 1990s, its volume of imports remained 
relatively steady, ranging between 15% and 20% of the 
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GDP.172 More telling was the fact that true imports—ones that might compete with 
domestic Chinese products—decreased steadily during this time. The remaining imports 
were tied to export processing, in which raw materials owned by Hong Kong or Taiwan 
entered the country in the tariff-free Special Economic Zones and were processed as 
finished products before being re-exported.  

Since the beginning of the WTO era, however, Chinese “true imports” have increased 
dramatically, rising from 4% of the GDP in 1998 to 13% of the GDP in 2005.173 Top 
imports in 2006 (listed in order of import value) were electrical machinery and equipment, 
power machinery, mineral fuels and oil, optical and medical equipment, plastics, 
inorganic and organic chemicals, ores, and iron and steel. For several of these imports, 
China actually showed a net surplus for the category, as they were also top export items. 
The most notable exception was mineral fuels and oil. China is heavily dependent on 
foreign crude oil and has been trying to bolster its reserves in recent years.174  

The top importers to China are all Asian countries (Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan). 
Many of the components used to assemble products in China come from these and other 
Asian countries.  

Investment 

Since 1982, China’s GDP has been growing at a rate of 8% or higher most years. Much 
of this growth is tied to a tremendous increase in investment, which has been generated 
through both internal and foreign means. The investment percentage in China in 2007 
was 40.4% of the GDP, the fifth highest percentage in the world.175 China also has one of 
the highest savings rates in the world, which has actually made it less dependent on 
foreign investment than most developing countries.176   

Household savings rates have been very high since economic reform began in 1978. For 
most of the reform era, Chinese financial systems have not been well developed, and, 
therefore, people have traditionally saved up for large purchases since, until recently, 
ordinary citizens had no access to credit from state banks. In addition, as people have 
fewer children and the social safety net increasingly transfers away from the government 
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to Chinese citizens, concern about retirement and other costs, such as health care and 
education, has driven higher savings rates.177    

One of the issues facing the Chinese economy is that as the amount 
of investment in infrastructure and industry continues to rise while 
the consumer consumption rate decreases, the economy can only 
continue to grow by further increasing exports and internal 
investments. Much of China’s industrial investment in recent years 
has been in large industries such as automobiles, iron, and steel, 
and it is noteworthy that China is now a net exporter in these areas, 
as internal demand has been outstripped by supply.178, 179 Thus, 
excess supply in some economic sectors is a concern. Foreign 
banks are now allowed to offer services in China as part of China’s 
WTO agreements, and it is hoped that increased and more varied 
loan services will help spur consumer consumption.180    

Foreign investment in China was initially restricted to the Special Economic Zones 
established in the southern region of the country, and much of it was involved in 
relatively low-tech export manufacturing facilities. A high percentage of this investment 
came from Hong Kong, Taiwan, Macau, and various Caribbean tax havens. In 1992, 
China liberalized its foreign investment policies, opening up more of the domestic 
marketplace to foreign investment. By 1994, foreign investment in China had risen from 
about 1% of the GDP to 6%. Since then, there has been an overall decline in the rate of 
growth of foreign investment as measured against the GDP (it was less than 3% of the 
GDP in 2005). However, the products produced by China-based foreign subsidiaries have 
become increasingly technical. For example, a large percentage of personal and laptop 
computers are now assembled in China. As Chinese WTO commitments continue to 
phase in, it is expected that there will be large foreign investment growth in the 
wholesaling, transportation, telecommunications, and financial sectors.181   

Energy and Resources 

China’s energy needs are extensive, and they are increasing at a considerable rate. The 
country is already the world’s second largest producer and consumer of electricity, 
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behind only the United States. China does have significant energy reserves, particularly 
coal, but those reserves have proven inadequate to supply the economy’s needs. Thus 
China has quickly become the world’s third largest oil importer. (The United States and 
Japan are first and second, respectively.182) Accordingly, in recent years the country has 
made efforts to channel its foreign exchange reserves into investments targeting the 
acquisition of strategic energy and mineral resources.183 

Coal 

Coal is China’s most abundant energy resource, accounting for 69% of the nation’s 
primary energy consumption. No other country produces or consumes as much coal as 
China. Its coal reserves are the world’s third largest, behind the United States and 
Russia.184 

A major downside of China’s reliance on coal is its environmental effect. Shanxi 
Province in northern China is the center of the nation’s coal industry, and by all measures 
has some of the most polluted cities in China and in the world.185 In addition to the sulfur 
emissions that befoul the air, China’s use of coal also produces a significant portion of 
the world’s carbon dioxide emissions.186  

Following a similar process in the operation of its oil industry, China is trying to 
consolidate its numerous mining operations into a few large state-owned enterprises. The 
country is making significant investments, increasingly through joint ventures with 
foreign companies, in updating its existing technology, as well as developing new 
technologies, such as coal liquefaction and coal bed methane production. Increased 
efficiency and a reduction in negative environmental effects are two of the desired goals 
motivating these investments.187     
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Oil 

Although China is a major producer of oil (it was the 
world’s sixth largest producer in 2005), the country has 
been a net oil importer since 1993. As the Chinese 
economy continues to rapidly expand, the shortfall 
between its oil consumption and production continues to 
increase. Domestic oil production is heavily subsidized, 
and is mostly carried out by three state-owned 
companies, CNPC, Sinopec, and CNOOC; the latter concentrates on Chinese offshore oil 
sites. The largest oil fields are in northeast China, with additional major deposits located 
in the northern provinces of Shandong and Shaanxi and the western autonomous region 
of Xinjiang.188  

Natural Gas 

Historically, China has not been a large consumer of natural gas. In 2004, natural gas was 
responsible for only 3% of the country’s total energy consumption. Nonetheless, China’s 
natural gas consumption has increased, with overall usage doubling between 2000 and 
2004.  

One of China’s major obstacles in the development of its natural gas industry has been its 
lack of an extensive delivery system. Accordingly, some of China’s largest infrastructure 
improvement programs involve developing a better pipeline delivery system extending 
from areas of natural gas production, such as southwestern Sichuan and the Xinjiang 
Uygur Autonomous Region, to population centers throughout the rest of the country. 
Transnational pipelines linking China to the natural gas fields of Central Asia and Siberia 
have also been proposed. In 2006, China opened its first liquefied natural gas (LNG) 
terminal in Guangdong Province, and a host of additional LNG terminals for other 
Chinese coastal areas are either in the construction or planning stages.189  

Hydroelectricity 

Even before the inception of the Three Gorges Dam 
project (the world’s largest hydroelectric dam), China 
was the world’s second largest producer of hydroelectric 
power, trailing only Canada. As of 2004, almost 16% of 
China’s electricity production came from hydroelectric 
plants, but that percentage should increase significantly 
when Three Gorges becomes fully functional in 2009.190 
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Other hydroelectric dam projects are under construction or planned for upstream portions 
of the Chang Jiang (Yangtze River), where the river is known as the Jinsha Jiang (Jinsha 
River), and along some of the Chang’s tributaries.191   

Nuclear Power 

China has been promoting nuclear energy as a clean and efficient energy source. Since 
1994, eleven reactors have been constructed, all in Guangdong, Zhejiang, and Jiangsu 
Provinces, which currently supply roughly 2.3% of China’s electricity. An additional six 
reactors are presently under construction, and several more are planned for the future. 
China’s objective is to have 5% of its electricity stem from nuclear power by 2020.192  

Mineral Resources 

China is a country rich in mineral resources. Reserves for 158 different economically 
important minerals have been identified. Its reserves of tungsten, tin, antimony, rare earth, 
tantalum, and titanium are the world’s largest, and it is among the world’s top five 
countries in reserves of various others, including molybdenum, iron, zinc, lead, gold, and 
silver.193 However, some of these ore deposits, including iron, are relatively poor in 
quality, and thus China has become the leading iron ore importer in the world in order to 
supply its huge steel industry. Recently, high-grade iron ore deposits have been found in 
western Tibet, and such reserves may eventually reduce China’s iron ore imports. A large 
copper belt has been discovered in Tibet as well.194  

Standard of Living 

China is still classified as a “developing” country. Its GDP per capita (PPP) is USD 5,300 
(2007 estimate), well below its “developed” Asian neighbors Japan (USD 33,600), 
Singapore (USD 49,700), Taiwan (USD 30,100), and South Korea (USD 24,800). For 
purposes of comparison, China’s PPP lies between the Philippines (USD 3,400) and 
Thailand (USD 7,900). Interestingly, one of the highest PPP values in Asia is that of 
Hong Kong (USD 42,000), which is a Chinese Special Administrative Area. Macao, the 
other Chinese Special Administrative Area, also has a very high value (USD 28,400).195  
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Another instructive indicator of the general standard of living within a country is the 
Human Development Index (HDI). This number gives an average for indices measuring 
life expectancy, literacy, school enrollment, and GDP per capita (PPP). Countries with an 
index value of 0.800 or above are considered to be of “high” human development.196 (The 
United States has a value of 0.951.)197 As of 2005, China has an HDI score of 0.777; in 
1975, this value was 0.530, and in 1990, it was 0.634.198  

One of the problems that China is trying to address is 
the standard-of-living disparities within the country, 
most notably in terms of its urban versus rural and 
coastal versus inland populations. If one looks at the 
HDI values for China’s provinces, municipalities, and 
autonomous regions, the highest values (above 0.81) are 
for coastal regions (Shanghai, Tianjin, Guangdong, 
Liaoning, Zhejiang, and Jiangsu), with the exception of 
Beijing. The lowest HDI values (below 0.70) form an inland, primarily rural belt that 
surrounds Sichuan Province to the west, north, and south (Tibet, Guizhou, Yunnan, 
Qinghai, Gansu).199 The heavy investment in Chongqing municipality and the 
construction of the Three Gorges Dam have been strongly motivated by a desire to more 
fully integrate these areas into the Chinese economy and raise their standard of living.     

Poverty rates in China vary according to the source of data. Data from the World Bank 
show a dramatic drop in the percentage of the population living below the poverty line, 
from 53% in 1981 to 8% in 2001.200 Both urban and rural poverty rates fell during this 
period, but the rural rate accounted for most of the overall drop. A large percentage of the 
rural poverty decline came in the early 1980s, when economic reforms dramatically 
addressed some of the agricultural policies of the earlier era that contributed to rural 
poverty.201   

                                                 
196 United Nations Development Programme. Human Development Report 2007/2008. “Readers Guide and 
Notes to Tables.” 2008. http://hdr.undp.org/en/media/hdr_20072008_readers_guide.pdf 
197 United Nations Development Programme. Human Development Report 2007/2008. “2007/2008 Human 
Development Index Rankings.” http://hdr.undp.org/en/statistics/ 
198 United Nations Development Programme. Human Development Report 2007/2008. “Human 
Development Index Trends.” 2008. http://hdrstats.undp.org/indicators/10.html 
199 The Chinese Economy: Transitions and Growth. Naughton, Barry. “Chapter 9: Living Standards: 
Incomes, Inequality, and Poverty.” 2007. Cambridge: MIT Press. 
200 Development Research Group, The World Bank. Ravallion, Martin and Shaohua Chen. “China’s 
Uneven Progress Against Poverty.” September 2004. http://www-
wds.worldbank.org/servlet/WDSContentServer/WDSP/IB/2004/10/08/000012009_20041008125921/Rend
ered/PDF/WPS3408.pdf 
201 The Chinese Economy: Transitions and Growth. Naughton, Barry. “Chapter 9: Living Standards: 
Incomes, Inequality, and Poverty.” 2007. Cambridge: MIT Press. 



 
71

Agriculture 

China has roughly 20% of the world’s population, but only 7% of the world’s available 
croplands.202 Much of China is hilly or mountainous, and the best farmlands lie in the 
relatively small region of the Eastern Lowlands. Nonetheless, China’s agricultural sector 
has been relatively productive and capable of feeding the country in most years. (A 
notable exception was the Great Leap Forward era in the late 1950s.)  

Up until the 1970s, farming methods were generally pre-technological and very labor 
intensive. These traditional methods produced high yields, but the vast majority of 
China’s farmers lived at or below the poverty level. In the 1970s, China underwent its 
version of a Green Revolution as chemical fertilizers and pesticides, high-yield seed 
varieties, and power machinery were increasingly incorporated into the agricultural 
process. Irrigation projects, first started in the 1950s, were expanded upon and new ones 
were built. As of 1997, 40% of China’s farmlands were irrigated, compared to a 
worldwide percentage of 18% and a U.S. percentage of 27%.203   

In the 1980s, the economic reforms first introduced in the late 
1970s made farming more profitable. Up to that point, Chinese 
farmers had grown crops according to the needs of an economic 
plan. Afterwards, while they were still required to sell a set amount 
at a fixed price to the state, they were allowed to sell their surplus 
on the free market, and this led to increased production yields. As 
privatization expanded, grain prices rose and more land was 
planted to cash crops. Chinese agriculture grew to account for 33% 
of the GDP in 1983. Since then, the agricultural sector has not been 
able to keep up with the tremendous growth in China’s industrial 
sector, and in 2004, its production slipped to 15.2% of the GDP. 
Nevertheless, given the size of China’s economy, this percentage represents a large 
amount of production. Overall, nearly 47% of China’s workers are involved in agriculture 
(including forestry and fishing), although this percentage also continues to decrease due 
to increased urbanization and less labor-intensive farming practices.204  

Outlook 

Grain (wheat in the north, rice in the south), grown primarily for domestic consumption, 
has long been the dominant agricultural focus of China. In recent years, a greater share of 
China’s agricultural output has consisted of horticultural crops (i.e., fruits, vegetables, 
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flowers), and as a result, China has become the world’s fourth largest horticultural 
exporter. Key exports include garlic, onions, shallots, 
apples, pears, and citrus.205  

As the country has become more prosperous, eating 
habits have changed. Significantly, basic grains have 
become less important as a primary food source relative 
to meat and other food products.206 The effects of this 
change can be seen in the recent rise in China’s corn and 
soybean imports, which are used as feed in the livestock 
industry.207 (The corn imports are especially noteworthy 
given that corn is already China’s second biggest crop measured by tonnage and a 
traditional export of the Chinese economy.) Demand for soybeans and corn have also 
been driven by the increasing popularity of soy cooking oils in China,208 and the 
country’s emerging biofuels industry.209  

There has also been an increasing demand for safe, high-quality foods, particularly by 
higher-income Chinese. Ultimately, such demand has led to import opportunities for 
foreign agriculture because of the high levels of pollutants in many Chinese domestic 
food products.210 This food safety concern has in turn had a ripple effect on Chinese food 
exports. Chinese horticultural products have increasingly had difficulty passing import 
safety standards because of high levels of pesticide residues.211  

Finally, a major concern regarding China’s agricultural production is the maintenance of 
its arable lands amid the widespread development and environmental degradation 
resulting from its expanding economy and growing population. In 2007, after losing 
substantial areas of farmland to industrial and residential developments, China saw its 
amount of available cropland decrease to less than 122 million hectares, only slightly 
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above the minimum limit of 120 million hectares needed to support its population. In an 
effort to increase productivity on its remaining farmland, the government recently 
allocated USD 1.85 billion for improving its low-yield agricultural tracts.212  

Tourism 

China has become one of the world’s most popular 
tourist destinations since its relations with the West 
improved during the 1970s. In 2006, 11.3 million 
foreign tourists entered mainland China, representing 
51% of the total foreign visitors to the country for that 
year.213 Mainland China also received over 100 million 
visits from residents of Hong Kong and Macao during 
2006.  

International revenues from tourism have been increasing at annual double-digit rates for 
almost 30 years.214 (The one notable exception was 2003, when the SARS epidemic 
curtailed much of the travel to and from China.) In 2006, China received USD 33.6 
billion from international tourism, ranking sixth in the world and making tourism China’s 
largest services trade area.215 By 2007, the tourism industry brought in USD 42 billion, 
while China’s draw made it the fourth largest tourist destination, falling only behind 
France, Spain and the U.S.216  

Transportation 

Since the 1980s, China has significantly expanded its transportation network, building 
thousands of miles of new roads and railways. One of the major goals has been to better 
integrate western areas of the country, such as Tibet and Xinjiang, into the transportation 
framework in order to speed regional development.217 (In 2006, China finished 
construction of a high-elevation railway linking the Tibetan city of Lhasa with Qinghai 
Province, and ultimately, Beijing.218) Additionally, increasing wealth has created a surge 
in automobile ownership, necessitating an improved road system within and between 
cities. As China has created new inland export processing zones, the need for enhanced 
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rail and road service between these zones and coastal ports has become increasingly 
critical. In recent years, one such zone in Chengdu, the capital of Sichuan Province, was 
linked by rail to the port facilities in the Shenzhen 
Special Economic Zone.219  

China has also co-developed with Germany the world’s 
first and only high-speed commercial magnetic 
levitation (maglev) train service, which operates in 
Shanghai. The train currently runs from the Shanghai 
airport to downtown. The government planned to extend 
the line to Hangzhou in Zhejiang province, but this 
project was recently suspended due to concerns that 
residents living near the track would be exposed to unsafe levels of radiation.220, 221 In the 
northeast region of the country, China is developing a short maglev line in the city of 
Dalian using Chinese-developed maglev technology.222   

China has also built or expanded metro subway and train systems in several of its major 
cities. In 1969, Beijing became the first Chinese city to open an urban subway system. 
After the initiation of economic reforms, plans for additional metro transportation 
systems were quickly implemented and put into construction. Shanghai (1995), 
Guangzhou (1999), Shenzhen (2004), and Wuhan (2004)223 have all had systems built 
within the last 15 years.224 Tianjin has recently rebuilt and extended its main subway 
system and has partially completed a new light-rail line to its coastal Economic-
Technological Development Area.225 Construction is also ongoing for mass transportation 
systems in Nanjing and Chongqing, and other systems are planned for Chengdu and 
Qingdao.226 Most recently, China further expanded its transportation services in 
preparation for the 2008 Olympic Games. Newly added routes include a high-speed rail 
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link from Beijing to Tianjin,227 and several subway lines linking major venues and 
transportation hubs throughout the Chinese capital.228  

As a result of a wave of consolidations and buyouts, China has three major airlines, all 
government-owned: Air China (operating out of Beijing), China Eastern Airlines 
(Shanghai), and China Southern Airlines (Guangzhou; 10 regional hubs in southern and 
central China). Six smaller Chinese airlines, some privately held, operate primarily 
domestic routes.229 The largest of these is Hainan Airlines, a privately owned airline 
operating out of southern China.  

Business Outlook 

Business investment continues to rapidly increase in 
China, although economic activity remains concentrated 
in areas near the eastern coast. The majority of foreign 
or joint venture firms are located in these regions, which 
also have higher percentages of domestic, privately 
owned businesses. China’s state-run businesses continue 
to operate primarily in the northeast and central parts of 
the country. A recent World Bank study of the 
investment climates of 120 Chinese cities identified six of them (Hangzhou, Suzhou, 
Shaoxing, Yantai, Qingdao, Xiamen) as superior locations for future investment. This 
was based on the parameters of infrastructure, efficiency of services, education level, 
health services, amount of bureaucracy, amount of corruption, and environmental 
progress.230 It is noteworthy that none of the sites are mega-cities; rather, they are smaller 
(but certainly not small) coastal or near-coastal cities that are located mostly on the 
periphery of urban agglomerations such as Shanghai and Tianjin.   

The World Bank report also identifies a significant problem that China needs to address 
in order to achieve its development goals. Virtually all cities ranked highly for future 
investment are located along or near China’s coast between Guangdong Province in the 
south and Tianjin Municipality in the north. China’s western, central, and northeast 
regions have, for the most part, missed out on the first wave of prosperity. While it is 
evident that firms focused on external markets value easy access to port facilities, China 
will need to spur domestic and foreign investment in its interior and western regions if 
the country is to achieve status as a developed nation.  
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The government has instituted initiatives to target investment and reform in these regions, 
but the obstacles are great. These regions have the highest percentage of SOEs, which are 
most vulnerable to foreign competition. Environmental degradation, which is a major 
concern in investment decisions because of its negative effects on health and productivity, 
is also greatest in these regions.  

The city of Chongqing perhaps best illustrates both the possibilities and great challenges 
that China faces in attempting to achieve its goal of funneling wealth and investment to 
its interior. Chongqing has been identified as a portal point for spreading economic 
development to China’s southwestern provinces. In its role as the Gateway to the West, 
some have compared it to Chicago.231 Infrastructure development projects are numerous 
within the city and in the surrounding area, including very expensive projects designed to 
remediate the city’s water pollution problems.232 The city now lies on the banks of the 
huge reservoir behind the Three Gorges Dam and is the furthest upstream port on the 
Chang Jiang (Yangtze River).     

Even as new highways and skyscrapers continue to be built in Chongqing, the city can 
still be a tough sell to potential investors. Chongqing has a legacy of heavy industries, 
many of which still function as SOEs, which will struggle to survive in the more 
competitive free-market era. The air and water pollution problems of the city are well 
known and in some cases can affect investment decisions. The city has, until recently, 
been mostly insulated from the norms and concerns of Western businesses and 
manufacturers, and thus has a steeper learning curve in these matters than the coastal 
cities.  

In 1997, in an early effort to address these issues, the 
Chinese government designated Chongqing as a 
municipality, meaning that the city reports directly to 
the national government rather than a provincial 
authority. In addition to the governmental commitment 
to Chongqing’s infrastructure and pollution control 
projects, Beijing has taken a strong hands-on approach 
to foster improved governmental practices and 
procedures for luring foreign investors. It remains to be seen if Chongqing will develop 
into a well-known Chinese business center, as Shanghai, Guangzhou, and Shenzhen are 
today. 

International Organizations 

China is a member of most international and many regional organizations; two of them 
are of particular significance.  
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World Trade Organization  

China joined the WTO in late 2001 after completing extensive negotiations on accession 
terms. The importance of China’s membership in the WTO cannot be overemphasized, as 
it has truly ushered in a new era in China’s economic development.  

Since 2001, China has completed several phase-in stages of the negotiated WTO 
agreements. Hundreds of articles and books have been written during this time 
speculating about the short-term and long-term effects of WTO membership on China’s 
economy.233 One conclusion is that agricultural production will continue to shift away 
from low-profit grains to more profitable horticultural and meat products. Most observers 
also agree that SOEs that remain outmoded and inadequately prepared for increased 
global competition may soon face extinction.  

After China’s admission into the WTO, the country’s trade volume sharply increased, and 
China is now on a path to becoming the world’s trade leader. In recent years, investment 
by foreign companies has become easier and more widespread, as has access to foreign 
financial institutions.  

Shanghai Cooperation Organization 

The Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO), 
founded in 2001, is very important to China’s strategic 
interests as it has become the nation’s primary 
connection with the Central Asian countries on its 
western border. The organization consists of China, 
Russia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and 
Uzbekistan, all of which are full members; Iran, India, 
Mongolia, and Pakistan are designated as SCO 
observers.234 Some individuals have described the SCO as a potential Russian-Chinese 
counterpart to NATO, but others have questioned whether a military alliance between an 
independent-minded Russia and China could ever be functional.235  

In economic terms, the SCO serves China’s interests in Central Asia by allowing it to 
leverage bilateral cooperation on mutual security concerns in order to establish closer 
trade relations and economic alliances with its western neighbors.236 Many of these 
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countries have energy and other natural resources and access capabilities, including 
natural pipeline corridors from oilfields near the Caspian Sea. Such resources are crucial 
for China to fuel its growing economy and population. Thus, China uses SCO meetings to 
negotiate and sign business contracts and loan agreements with the Central Asian nations 
on projects such as oil and gas exploration, highway construction, telecommunications, 
hydroelectric generation, chemical plants, and agriculture.237  
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Society 

Introduction 

Chinese society has experienced significant but often bridled 
changes in recent decades, and overall, the nation remains one of 
contrasts. Foremost, China’s economic expansion has brought large 
amounts of capital into the country, thereby fueling the expansive 
development of the nation’s infrastructure and transforming its 
socioeconomic landscape. For much of the populace, the economic 
growth has brought changes in employment and lifestyle, resulting 
in an overall higher standard of living for many. On the other hand, 
China’s interior and western regions have seen less economic 
progress, and significant numbers remain poor, itinerant, or without 
access to modern services. As the People’s Republic of China 
(PRC) has embraced pragmatic economic reforms, a limited measure of increased 
personal freedom has followed. However, as an authoritarian state, China maintains strict 
political controls on the populace, including restrictions on speech, religious practice, and 
due process.238 In this regard, the country continues to face difficult growing pains as it 
attempts to maintain its political policies while simultaneously opening up to exchange 
with the international community.  

Despite the overarching scope and influence of its political and economic programs, 
China maintains a rich and diverse cultural heritage buttressed by thousands of years of 
history. The country’s variety of ethnic groups, religious practices, traditions, cuisine, art 
forms, and pastimes reflect the assimilative and dynamic nature of China’s past and 
present.  

Ethnic Groups 

The PRC officially recognizes 56 ethnic groups within its borders. 
These groups are defined primarily through language, culture, or 
country of origin—not necessarily through genetic make-up. In 
many cases, a person’s affiliation with a specific ethnicity is 
wholly self-identified. With over 1.1 billion people, Han Chinese 
form the dominant majority, comprising almost 92% of China’s 
population. Of the country’s 55 minority groups, those with the 
largest  populations are the Zhuang (16.1 million), Manchu (10.6 
million), Hui (9.8 million), Miao (8.9 million), Uygur (8.3 million), 
Tujia (8 million), Yi (7.7 million), Mongolian (5.8 million), and 
Tibetan (5.4 million) peoples. Officially, China states that persons 
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of all ethnicities have equal rights and standing.239 The government officially advocates 
the maintenance of minority cultures,240 but it is staunchly prohibitive of separatist 
movements that may arise from them. 

China’s respective ethnic groups are not exclusively limited to a particular region, but 
there are general patterns of distribution and concentration. Although Han are spread 
throughout the majority of the country, they are most predominant in the basins and 
plains surrounding the major river systems of the eastern region.241 Substantial 
populations of ethnic minorities live in the country’s extensive borderlands and in certain 
areas of the central and western interior. Several geographic areas where specific 
ethnicities live in large numbers have been designated by the PRC as autonomous regions, 
with the implication that each region maintains a sense of local self-government. (Such a 
designation does not necessarily mean that these ethnicities are the majority group in 
their region; in some cases, there are only significant local populations.) These regions, 
designated according to their respective ethnic population, include the Xinjiang Uygur 
Autonomous Region, the Xizang (Tibet) Autonomous Region, the Ningxia Hui 
Autonomous Region, the Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region, and the Inner Mongolia 
Autonomous Region. At lesser administrative levels, there are also autonomous 
prefectures and counties that serve a similar purpose.242 Yunnan Province, located on the 
southern frontier near Southeast Asia, is particularly significant in terms of ethnic 
diversity; it is home to 25 ethnic groups.243  

Languages 

There is considerable linguistic diversity in China, both 
within the majority Han group and among the country’s 
various minority ethnicities.244 The Beijing dialect of 
Mandarin, known as Modern Standard Chinese (MSC), 
or Putonghua, is the official spoken language of the 
PRC.245 It is used in media and all official government 
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communication, as well as in the education system.246 As a whole, Mandarin is the native 
tongue of more than 70% of Chinese citizens. It is spoken throughout the country but is 
most common in northern and eastern China. Notably, in terms of practice, MSC utilizes 
four different tones to signify differences in meaning for words that share the same 
pronunciation. The use of these tones—rising, falling, falling-rising, and high—is a 
fundamental aspect of the spoken form of the language.247 

There are several other “dialects” of Chinese, although, in a practical sense, they are 
often described more appropriately as distinct languages. Wu (Shanghainese) is spoken 
by roughly 8% of the population, primarily in the Shanghai area and the surrounding 
Jiangsu and Zhejiang provinces. Yue (Cantonese) is the first language of 5% of the 
population and is common in Hong Kong, Macau, and Guangdong and Guangxi 
provinces. Xiang is also spoken by approximately 5% of the populace and is 
predominantly used in Hunan province.248 Additional significant dialects include Gan, 
Hakka, Minbei, and Minnan.249  

As Mandarin and the other Chinese dialects (and their sub-dialects) differ in 
pronunciation and vocabulary, they are often mutually incomprehensible.250 However, as 
a family, the Chinese dialects essentially share a fundamental writing system composed 
of stylized pictographic characters. Typically, the design of the character indicates both 
its meaning and pronunciation,251 and characters can be combined to create compound 
symbols with a different meaning. Although some dictionaries have compiled upwards of 
56,000 different characters, a much smaller number is used on an everyday basis. In 
general, a person with knowledge of 3,000 characters can competently read newspapers. 
Chinese with advanced educations may be familiar with 6,000 to 8,000 characters.252  

In the 20th century, the Chinese developed a system, known as pinyin, of transcribing 
Chinese characters via the Roman alphabet. Like MSC, this system is based on the 
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pronunciation of the Beijing dialect of Mandarin.253 Pinyin is commonly used in public 
signage and is now an important tool in the education system.254 

Most of China’s various ethnic minorities speak indigenous languages. These languages 
include Tibetan, Mongolian, Tai, Miao-Yao, Korean, Uygur, Kazakh, and many others.255 
Many of the minority cultures maintain their own writing systems; some of those who 
have traditionally lacked a formal writing system have, in recent decades, developed 
systems using Roman scripts.256  

Religion 

Religious Practice under Communism 

Officially, the Chinese Communist Party, the ruling 
party of the PRC, is an atheist organization. The Chinese 
constitution provides citizens with “freedom of religious 
belief,” although religious practice is regulated and in 
many circumstances, restricted. The PRC formally 
recognizes only five religions: Buddhism, Taoism, Islam, 
Catholicism, and Protestantism. These religions can be 
legally practiced only by organizations that register with 
one of the government’s five Patriotic Religious Associations (PRAs), which correspond 
to the five state-recognized religions. The PRAs fall under the domain of the State 
Administration for Religious Affairs (SARA). Unregistered organizations, particularly 
those that remain unassociated with one of the sanctioned religions, are not legally 
protected by the constitution. In some cases, such organizations are defined by the state 
as “cults” and are subsequently targeted for suppression. In any case, religious practice is 
monitored by government officials and is generally restricted to registered locations.257 
Attempts to convert non-believers are also strictly prohibited, as the right to atheism is 
equally protected by the state. In recent years, the PRC has allowed registered religious 
organizations greater operational freedom in terms of training their clergy, collecting 
donations, owning property, and publishing religious material. However, the government 
continues to closely monitor and, at times, restrict religious activities, particularly in 
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regions perceived as vulnerable to separatist movements, such as Tibet and the Xinjiang 
Uygur Autonomous Region.258  

Despite such restrictions, a 2007 survey suggests that religious faith has expanded in 
China in recent years.259 According to the survey, 31.4% of Chinese citizens aged 16 
years or older maintain some level of religious belief. This percentage equates to roughly 
300 million people and is three times the amount estimated by the PRC in 2005.260 
Specifically, according to the poll, approximately 67.4% of religious believers in China 
practice one of the five state-recognized religions. An estimated 200 million Chinese 
practice Buddhism, Taoism, or some form of folk religion (described by state-run media 
as the worship of “legendary figures”), and an estimated 40 million are Christians.  The 
rise in religious observance is, in part, attributable to the expanded personal and religious 
freedoms allowed to Chinese citizens in recent years.261 In any case, the prevalence of 
religious practitioners is not surprising given China’s long history of varied religious faith 
and practice, as well as its substantial philosophical tradition.  

Traditional Religions and Philosophies 

Historically, there have been three essential movements that have shaped the 
development of Chinese religious culture and thought: Confucianism, Taoism, and 
Buddhism.262 In China, these movements blended among themselves and with the ancient 
Chinese traditions of ancestor worship and animism to create a rich and diverse religious 
environment.263 Despite the atheistic philosophy of the PRC government, the cultural 
significance of these religious and philosophic systems remains evident today.  

Confucianism 

The ethical and philosophical ideas of Kong Fu Zi, or 
Confucius (551–479 B.C.E.), were not widely 
recognized until after his death. As a scholar, Confucius 
spent much of his life developing and promulgating a 
social and administrative code based on conservative, 
humanitarian values. Such a code contrasted 
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dramatically with the social upheaval and instability of his time. In an effort to bring 
order to a volatile period, he called for individual decency and the formation and 
maintenance of rigid social and familial hierarchies. Along similar lines, Confucius 
promoted five virtues: propriety, benevolence, trustworthiness, righteousness, and 
wisdom. He also championed scholasticism, particularly the study of classic literature.264 

Confucius’s ideas were eventually incorporated into the Chinese administrative structure 
during the Han Dynasty (206 B.C.E–220 C.E.), and they would remain influential for 
2,000 years. Notably, a class of Confucian “scholar-officials” became a significant 
feature of Chinese government. Trained in Confucian classics, these officials were 
required to pass rigid examinations before progressing upward in the Chinese 
bureaucracy.265 In the latter half of the 20th century, Confucian scholars and artifacts 
came under intense attack, leaving many temples destroyed.266 Today, however, China’s 
promotion of “Asian values” has been interpreted as one of many modern reflections of 
Confucian ideals.267 

Taoism (Daoism) 

Indigenous to China, Taoism is a philosophy and 
religion based on the Dao De Jing (Tao Te Ching), or 
“The Way of Power,” a collection of writings generally 
believed to have been written by a man named Lao Zi 
(Lao Tzu). (The Dao De Jing was compiled at least 
three centuries after the death of Lao Zi, who is thought 
to have lived in the 6th century B.C.E., during the time 
of Confucius.) The philosophy is based on the concept 
of tao (dao), or the “way,” which can be described as the unseen and unknown force 
behind the natural order of the universe. Taoism calls for humankind to act in harmony 
with nature, and it promotes reflection and meditation, ideally in isolation from the 
practical affairs of the human world.268 Related Taoist ideas include the concept of qi 
(ch’i), the essential energy force or “breath” of life, and the balance of the opposite but 
complementary forces of yin and yang.269  

Over the centuries, the religious form of Taoism developed a clerical order and 
incorporated rituals, traditional religious practices, and a variety of deities and saints into 
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its belief system. After China became a Communist state, much of Taoist religious 
culture was destroyed. However, the philosophy and its teachings remain an integral part 
of Chinese thought and culture, and in recent years, the movement has experienced 
resurgence.270  

Buddhism 

Buddhism was founded in India by Siddhartha Gautama 
in the 6th century B.C.E. The religion gradually spread 
from India and Central Asia to China, where it became a 
recognized religion in the 1st century C.E. The central 
tenets of the religion are that life is full of suffering and 
that suffering is caused by desire. According to Buddhist 
faith, through moderation, meditation, and ultimately, 
the elimination of desire, one can achieve enlightenment, 
or nirvana, a state of bliss that transcends suffering and all earthly affairs. 

The Mahayana school of Buddhism became the popular form of the religion in China. 
Considered less individualistic in focus, Mahayana Buddhism emphasizes the importance 
of achieving enlightenment for all people, as it stresses that all humans are inextricably 
connected. Accordingly, it promotes the role of the bodhisattva, or enlightened one, who 
remains involved in the affairs of the world in order to assist others in their quest for 
nirvana.271 Mahayana Buddhism maintains a cosmology, a pantheon of deities, and a 
variety of ritual practices. In China, the religion has a history of mutual exchange with 
Taoism and Confucianism; a common element of the three systems is the worship of 
ancestors and venerated figures.272  

Over time, a variety of other Buddhist schools emerged, including the Ch’an (known in 
Japan as Zen) and Pure-Land forms of Buddhism.273 In Tibet, Buddhism merged with the 
ancient, indigenous Bon religion to form Lamaist Buddhism, also known as Tibetan 
Buddhism. This mystical form of the religion remains prevalent in the Tibetan region of 
China, and its venerated leader is known as the Dalai Lama.274 In recent years, tensions 
concerning the historical and political relationship between Tibet and China have 
increased, resulting in protests, government crackdowns, and enhanced restrictions on 
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religious freedom in the region.275 As a whole, however, Buddhism is the most widely 
practiced religion in the country.276 

Other Major Religions 

Islam and Christianity also have a significant presence 
in China. Islam has been practiced in the country for 
more than 1,200 years and is the predominant religion 
among several ethnic minorities, most notably the Hui 
and Uygur peoples. The Hui peoples, many of whom 
live in the Ningxia Autonomous Region in north-central 
China, are closely related to Han Chinese but are 
distinguished through their practice of Islam.277 
Predominantly located in the Xinjiang Autonomous Region of the northwest, the Uygurs 
are also Muslim peoples, although they are generally of Turkic descent. Because of the 
perceived threat of terrorism and separatism in the region, the PRC maintains particularly 
strict regulations on the religious practices of the Uygur peoples.278  

Although Christian missionaries, such as the Nestorians and Jesuits, have worked in 
China for centuries,279 the religion has greatly expanded its following in China in the last 
several decades. In 2007, one report estimated the Christian population in China to be 40 
million.280 When accounting for the large number of unregistered Christians in the 
country, other reports suggest that the Christian community is considerably larger.281 
Many Christians in China remain unregistered due to disagreements with the forms of 
Christian doctrine sanctioned by the state, as well as government limitations imposed on 
the size of churches. As a result, unregistered “house churches” are relatively common in 
the Chinese Christian community, and at times they face suppression by the state.282  
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Alternative Spiritual Practices: Falun Gong (Falun Dafa) 

Falun Gong is a spiritual exercise movement that the Chinese government has designated 
as a cult and a security risk. Combining aspects of Buddhism, Taoism, and a form of 
physical exercise known as Qigong, the movement developed in the early 1990s and soon 
amassed a large following. (The Chinese government estimated Falun Gong membership 
at 2 to 3 million; the movement itself claimed a following of up to 100 million.)283 In 
1999, Falun Gong members staged a large demonstration in Beijing to protest 
government restrictions on the movement’s practices. Shortly thereafter the PRC 
condemned the group and initiated an expansive crackdown on its activities, which were 
seen as a threat to social stability.284  Today, there continue to be reports of the PRC 
imposing severe penalties on China’s remaining Falun Gong practitioners.285  

Population and Distribution 

Now numbering over 1.3 billion people, China’s 
massive population has long been a significant social 
concern. In the 1970s, in an effort to stem growth, the 
PRC instituted a one-child-per-family policy. (In 2002, 
China updated this policy in order to allow a second 
child in some cases, particularly within certain ethnic 
minority populations.)286 Although generally more 
effective in urban than rural areas,287 the mandate 
resulted in a substantial decline in the country’s fertility rate, which fell from 5.4 children 
per mother (in 1971) to an estimated 1.7 (in 2004). The policy also led to a significant 
disproportion in the male-to-female birth ratio, which was 119:100 in 2000. Such an 
imbalance was, in part, the result of the widespread selective abortion of female fetuses 
due to the higher value placed on male heirs, who have traditionally been considered 
more economically and socially viable. In 2004, China prohibited selective abortions in 
order to address this issue.288 In addition to a shortage of potential wives, the birth policy 
has also led to a generation of only-children (estimated by some to be nearly 100 million), 
who are generally thought to have experienced both great pressures and considerable 
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spoils as the sole heir to the family.289 Presently, the Chinese population continues to 
grow at a rate of 0.6%,290 and the government hopes it will plateau by the middle of the 
21st century.291  

In terms of distribution, China’s population is still 60% rural,292 although this is expected 
to change as widespread migration to urban areas continues. (Some predictions place 
upwards of 70% of the population in urban areas by 2035.)293 Population density is 
heavily weighted toward the eastern region of the country, as many western and frontier 
areas remain sparsely populated or uninhabited. Economic disparity between rural and 
urban areas has led to the formation of a massive “floating population” of migrants who 
seek employment opportunities in developed, metropolitan areas. Although they may 
obtain jobs, migrants are generally not allowed to permanently settle in such areas due to 
their inability to secure residency permits.294 There have, in recent years, been some cases 
of migrants creating their own informal settlements in the outlying areas of metropolitan 
areas, although they, too, are frequently subject to forced dispersion by authorities.295 In 
2005, China estimated the number of floating migrants to be over 140 million.296 

Media 

In general, China’s electronic and print media are 
managed and monitored by varying levels of state 
organizations, including the State Administration of 
Radio, Film, and Television; the General Administration 
of Press and Publication; the Ministry of Information 
Industry; and the CCP Central Propaganda Department. 
These government offices establish and enforce 
regulations for printed and broadcast material. The 
country’s major newspapers and television and radio stations are state-owned and 
operated.297 Access to the internet is also regulated, and additional government agencies 
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track, monitor, and restrict its use.298 In recent years, expanded privatization of 
commercial and media interests have provided for greater variety in coverage, but 
controls remain tight.299 

Gender Issues 

Traditionally, women held a subordinate role in Chinese society, 
and, in many respects, this trend persists today. In its promotion of 
social and familial hierarchies, Confucianism placed men in 
elevated positions of authority, with women generally relegated to 
the domestic arena as dutiful housewives and mothers. Women 
were also often associated with the soft and submissive half of the 
yin-yang duality. In the 20th century, Mao professed the 
importance of gender equality, declaring that “women hold up half 
the sky.” While Mao’s support translated to greater equality in 
terms of labor participation, traditional patriarchal values 
ultimately persisted.300  

Today, Chinese women have equal civil rights according to official government 
legislation.301 However, in practical terms, gender inequality remains apparent in many 
fields. Men maintain a substantial majority in positions of power,302 and women continue 
to face numerous disadvantages in the workplace, including unequal pay and opportunity, 
as well as discriminatory practices concerning hiring, firing, and retirement.303 As 
previously mentioned, China’s one-child-per-family policy has disproportionately 
affected women. In addition to selective abortions of female fetuses, female infanticide, 
forced abortions, and sterilizations have been reported. (The PRC officially opposes these 
practices.)304 Finally, the kidnapping and trafficking of women for exploitative purposes 
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remains a serious problem, despite some recent efforts by the PRC to help combat such 
activity.305  

Traditions: Holidays and Celebrations 

China’s annual celebratory events are a mix of traditional festivals (often deeply rooted in 
popular religious and folk practices) and modern commemorations (often connected with 
the Communist government). Some of the national holidays recognized by the PRC 
include New Year’s Day (1 January), Women’s Day (8 March), Labor Day (1 May), 
Birthday of the Chinese Communist Party (1 July), Anniversary of the Founding of the 
People’s Liberation Army (1 August), and National Day (1 October).306 Labor Day and 
National Day, which celebrates the founding of the PRC, are particularly important as 
they are typically causes for week-long vacations for many citizens.307 

Chinese New Year, or Spring Festival, is the largest and most important celebration of 
the year. In practice, the Spring Festival typically begins with a variety of rituals in the 
12th lunar month, with the New Year celebration occurring on the first day of the first 
lunar month (usually in February). The festival is an official government holiday and 
usually consists of a week-long celebration. Festivities include feasting, fireworks (only 
in rural areas), exchanging gifts, and cleaning the house in preparation for the New Year. 
Public celebrations, such as parades, fairs, and lantern festivals, are common.308 

Generally held in the first week of April around the 
advent of spring, Qing Ming Festival (also known as 
Tomb Sweeping Day) is dedicated to ancestor worship. 
Participants typically visit cemeteries to make offerings 
to the deceased.309 Following a 2000-year old tradition, 
the annual Dragon Boat Festival commemorates the 
death of Qu Yuan, an ancient political figure and poet 
who drowned himself in the Miluo River. Held on the 
5th day of the 5th lunar month (typically June), this event is marked nationwide by 
dragon boat races. Zongzi, or rice dumplings wrapped in reed, is the traditional food 
associated with this holiday.310 Guanyin’s Birthday, held in March or April, celebrates 
the Goddess of Mercy and typically involves Buddhist rituals; Mazu’s Birthday, held in 
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April or May, celebrates the Goddess of the Sea and generally involves Taoist rites. Other 
major festivals include Mid-Autumn Festival, also known as the Moon Festival (usually 
September or October), and Confucius’s Birthday (28 September).311  

Cuisine 

In China, food is not just a necessity but a highly valued 
aspect of daily social and cultural life. Thus, in many 
cases, meals are social occasions to be shared and 
enjoyed, and regional recipes are a source of cultural 
pride. China’s cuisine is extraordinarily diverse, as there 
are a variety of ethnic cultures and a long history of 
varied influences in the country. A common principle 
underlying all Chinese cooking is balance—between 
flavors, textures, colors, consistencies, and temperatures. Grains, most notably rice and 
wheat, are essential staples of Chinese meals, and they are typically accompanied by 
varied combinations of cooked vegetables and spices. Depending upon the area, meats 
and numerous types of seafood are also common. Similarly, preparation techniques range 
from stir-frying and deep-frying to steaming, braising, roasting, and barbeque. Tea, beer, 
and wine are the most common beverages. The Chinese traditions of banquet-style meals, 
stir-fried preparation, and finely chopped ingredients are typically attributed to historical 
necessity; as food was often scarce throughout Chinese history, meals were cooked 
quickly (to conserve fuel) and subsequently shared among the group.312  

As it primarily applies to the Han ethnic majority, traditional Chinese food can be 
classified in several ways. In the most general schema, there are four regional schools of 
cuisine, each of which carries unique flavors, specialties, and sub-regions.  

Northern (Mandarin or Beijing) 

Historically served in the imperial court, Northern style cuisine demonstrates diverse 
influences ranging from Mongolian (barbequed meats) to Muslim (mutton). Wheat and 
millet products, such as noodles, dumplings, and pancakes, are essential. Other major 
components include pork, chicken, onions, garlic, cabbage, and bean paste. Peking duck, 
also known as Beijing duck, is the most famous dish of the Northern school.313  

Eastern School (Huaiyang) 

Developed in the central coastal provinces, Eastern style cooking traditionally uses rice, 
seafood, and freshwater fish as essential ingredients. Vegetarian cuisine is popular in this 
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region, as is the practice of red-cooking, or the braising of meat in a soy sauce and wine 
broth.314 Soups are also a common element of Eastern style cuisine. 

Southern School (Cantonese) 

Perhaps the most famous style of Chinese cooking, the Southern school is known for its 
refined preparation of a wide variety of dishes, many of which are exotic and unique to 
the area. In addition to rice, standard ingredients include diverse vegetables and fruits 
(usually locally grown), meats, such as chicken and pork, and various types of seafood, 
including crab, squid, and shrimp. Traditional dim sum, or small treats such as stuffed 
dumplings and spring rolls, grew out of this area, as did the use of sweet and sour sauce. 
Exotic dishes may consist of rat, snake, dog, cat, or a variety of other animals.315  

Western School (Sichuan and Hunan) 

Also well-known, the Western school is characterized by its spicy and flavorful dishes. 
Essential ingredients include pork, chicken, mushrooms, water chestnuts, soy beans, and 
bamboo shoots.316 Red chili, ginger, garlic, and fish sauce are commonly used for 
flavor.317  

Health: Traditional Chinese Medicine 

With a history of over 2,000 years, the practice of Traditional 
Chinese Medicine (TCM) remains widespread throughout China. 
Taoist principles, such as the maintenance of balance between 
opposite elements and the appropriate channeling of qi, or energy, 
are fundamental philosophical guidelines in the discipline. Herbal 
medicine is a major component of such treatment, and a wide 
variety of herbs and extracts (totaling an estimated 7,000) are 
prescribed for any number of acute disorders and chronic 
ailments.318 Many practitioners claim that herbal remedies are often 
more effective in addressing the basic cause, rather than merely the 
symptoms, of the disorder.319  
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Acupuncture and moxibustion are also integral components of TCM. Acupuncture 
involves the use of needles to manipulate and stimulate certain areas of the body in order 
to manage the flow of qi. The sites targeted by the acupuncture process are believed to be 
connected to internal organs, and the practice is intended to help regulate their function. 
Moxibustion is a process of warming these sites in order to produce a similar effect.320 As 
the Chinese government has incorporated TCM into the national healthcare system, its 
practices play a major role in the Chinese medical field. Notably, both the World Health 
Organization and the United Nations have formally acknowledged the effectiveness of 
TCM to treat certain conditions.321   

Arts 

Demonstrating proficiency and innovation in a variety of media, China’s extensive and 
continuous history of artistic production is arguably unparalleled. Although a large 
percentage of China’s cultural artifacts have been destroyed during times of war or social 
upheaval, the country’s surviving artworks (many of them preserved overseas) offer 
insight into a rich artistic tradition.  

Pottery and Sculpture 

Dating back 8,000 years, the earliest known examples of Chinese pottery consist of hand-
crafted vessels developed for ritualistic purposes, particularly for burial rites.322 After the 
invention of the pottery wheel in the late Neolithic period, Chinese ceramic techniques 
continued to evolve.323 The Shang and Zhou Dynasties of the 1st and 2nd millennia 
B.C.E. are well-known for their highly advanced bronze-casting methods. Vessels from 
these periods typically demonstrate sophisticated structural designs and decorations 
featuring animals, mythological beasts, human figures, or abstract motifs.324 Jewelry and 
small sculptural objects carved from jade and ivory were also common in ancient (and 
subsequent) periods, as were funerary figures 
constructed from clay or wood.325  

The army of terracotta warriors produced for the tomb 
of Emperor Qin Shi Huang during the Qin Dynasty 
(221–206 B.C.E.) is one of the most famous and large-
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scale examples of Chinese pottery and sculpture. Containing over 7,000 life-size pottery 
figures of soldiers, horses, chariots, and other figures, the massive tomb has been 
designated as a UNESCO World Heritage Site.326 During the Tang Dynasty, Chinese 
artists developed advanced porcelain techniques,327 ultimately leading to the blue and 
white “china” ceramics that became famous throughout the world.328 In terms of religious 
art, Chinese artists produced a plenitude of Buddhist statues and sculptural objects over 
the centuries, although many such artifacts were destroyed during the Cultural Revolution.  

Painting and Calligraphy 

Painting and calligraphy have maintained a deep association throughout Chinese history. 
Each practice utilizes the same four components (known as the Four Treasures of the 
Study): a brush, ink, paper, and a rubbing stone. For its part, calligraphy has traditionally 
been one of the most prized and respected artistic practices in China, as it carries ties to 
both painting and highly valued Chinese language. Over the centuries, calligraphic artists 
developed and worked in a number of styles, ranging from formal and classic to 
expressive and stylized. In general, an artist’s brushstrokes were thought to evince his 
personality, and reputations and professional success were often contingent upon one’s 
calligraphic abilities.329  

Traditionally learned by studying and replicating past masters, conventional Chinese 
painting typically depicts landscapes, human figures, and flora and fauna. Paper and silk 
served as the primary surfaces for such paintings, and they were typically stored and 
displayed in scroll form. In general, traditional Chinese painting does not employ the 
realism and perspective common to Western painting; rather, the flatness of the surface is 
generally acknowledged as emphasis is given to emotional and thematic effect. Taoist 
themes, such as the connection between man and nature, are quite prevalent throughout 
Chinese painting. A common example of such is the placement of 
small human figures within large-scale landscapes, a theme that 
suggests humankind’s miniscule and ephemeral presence in the 
natural world.   

Literature 

For over 3,000 years, the Chinese have been creating literature in 
the same written language. Books regarding religion and 
government were often written and used in education. The 
introduction of paper during the 2nd century C.E. and wooden 
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block printing during the Tang Dynasty (618–906 C.E.) allowed for faster book 
production.330 This time is also considered China’s “Golden Age” of poetry with almost 
49,000 pieces preserved. Moveable type, introduced in 1045 C.E., sped up the printing 
process even more.331 Literature, including once oral folktales, became more 
widespread.332 The introduction of oral stories to the written form, known as p’ien-wen, 
set off a wave of texts using everyday vernacular.333 As poetry and p’ien-wen continued 
to develop, drama in the form of plays was not fully introduced until the Yuan Dynasty. 
Plays included multiple acts and music but did little to impress the critics. As such, only 
167 of the nearly 1,700 plays produced were written down and much was lost.334 Despite 
the continued fluctuation in the government of China and the ruling dynasties, literature, 
both classical and vernacular, continued to evolve and be a part of everyday life from this 
point forward. Although there was a low point in Chinese literature during the 
Communist Era and Mao rule, the flood of writings following his downfall reflected the 
feelings of the time. The “stream of consciousness” poetry and bold dramas produced are 
now referred to as “Scar Literature.” This, as well as the classical forms and literature 
from other parts of the world, are now available to readers across China.  

Sports and Recreation 

China’s popular sports and recreational activities consist of both 
traditional, indigenous practices and modern, international pastimes. 
Perhaps most famous, the country’s many forms of martial arts, or 
wushu, remain widely practiced, both within the country and 
abroad. Dating back over two thousand years, Chinese martial arts 
grew out of the need for individuals (often monks and priests) to 
defend themselves while living in a consistently volatile and 
fractious environment marked by war and political tumult.335  
Influenced by religious philosophies, including Taoism and 
Buddhism, a variety of unique regional styles emerged over the 
centuries. Some of the most famous include Shaolin boxing and 
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Taichi, or shadow boxing.336 Today, martial arts are largely practiced for purposes of 
health, physical fitness, spiritual and mental well-being, and competition. Martial arts, 
and related exercises, are commonly practiced in public parks throughout the country.337 
Other traditional sports include acrobatics, dragon boat racing, archery, wrestling, and 
horseracing (the latter is particularly popular among certain ethnic groups).338  

In recent decades, China has established itself as a dominant force in Olympic 
competition, particularly in such events as gymnastics, diving, and weightlifting. Table 
tennis, or ping pong, is an extremely popular sport in China, as are tennis and badminton. 
Golf’s popularity has grown considerably in the past decade (particularly among 
wealthier Chinese), resulting in the construction of hundreds of new courses in recent 
years.339 Due largely to the international success of stars such as Yao Ming, basketball 
has received increased attention in China. Soccer is also drawing a considerable Chinese 
following. Bicycling is a common activity, although is it generally practiced more as a 
form of transportation than recreation.340  
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Security 

Introduction 

China’s security situation involves a complex combination of 
internal and external interests. In general, China is striving to build 
and maintain political and territorial cohesion on its domestic front 
while simultaneously asserting itself in global affairs. China’s most 
pressing concerns involve a dual effort: politically assimilating 
autonomous or formerly autonomous territories while suppressing 
potential separatist or independence movements in such regions. In 
the case of the latter, China has recently encountered increased 
levels of organized internal dissent, as protests in Tibet and 
terrorist attacks in Xinjiang Autonomous Region highlight 
longstanding issues of territorial and cultural autonomy. As an 
authoritarian state, China’s response to such incidents has generally been swift and 
uncompromising, but the threat of social unrest remains a constant security issue. At the 
same time, the government continues to make efforts to economically and culturally 
integrate these regions into modern, mainstream Chinese society.  

Regionally, China remains involved in a number of territorial disputes with several of its 
neighboring countries, including India, Bhutan, Vietnam, and some Asian-Pacific nations. 
Several of these disputes concern access to energy resources in the South and East China 
Seas.341 However, China has made great efforts to align itself economically and, in some 
cases, militarily with many of its regional neighbors. Many of these efforts have operated 
through the framework of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO), a regional 
association composed of China, Russia, and several Central Asian countries. Similarly, 
China has worked to develop close ties to several members of the Association of 
Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN). China’s policy in these matters is focused upon 
maintaining regional stability and securing access to energy and other material resources.  

Accordingly, China has generally followed a “good neighbor” policy, which has also 
been described as a “charm offensive.”342 China designed this strategy to foster solid 
economic relations abroad, promoting trade through new economic corridors with its 
neighbors. China has also positioned itself strategically through helping to settle or 
arbitrate border disputes. By presenting itself as a partner who promotes regional peace 
and prosperity, the Chinese government has fostered strong diplomatic ties and political 
interdependence with other nations. Significantly, the relative regional stability brought 
about through such efforts has allowed China to focus on its economic development and 
its complicated domestic affairs. On a related front, China’s efforts to modernize its 
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military organization and infrastructure have been a successful part of the country’s plan 
to demonstrate leadership in the region and beyond. Recent advancements in the 
country’s space and military capabilities have demonstrated the Chinese commitment to 
this goal.  

Military 343, 344 

Known collectively as the People’s Liberation Army 
(PLA), China’s armed forces consist of ground (PLA), 
navy (PLA Navy), and air force (PLA Air Force) units, 
as well as an independent strategic missile force known 
as the Second Artillery Corps. Reserve and militia 
forces supplement the active-duty PLA.345 China’s 
armed forces are under the operative control of the CCP 
Central Military Commission, the State Central Military 
Commission, and the Ministry of National Defense.346 After considerable downsizing in 
recent years, the total number of active-duty PLA personnel is approximately 2.3 
million,347 with ground force personnel numbering an estimated 1.25 million.348 Chinese 
males between the ages of 18 and 22 are subject to selective conscription, with a two-year 
obligation of service. If they meet certain additional requirements, Chinese females of 18 
to 19 years of age who have graduated from high school can serve in specific military 
roles. (As of 2004, approximately 136,000 women were enlisted in the Chinese armed 
forces.)349 There is no minimum age for volunteers, who comprise the entirety of the PLA 
officer class.350  

For many years, China has been in the process of modernizing its military structure in 
order to transform the PLA from a massive land-based force into a streamlined, highly 
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mobile, and high-tech organization. The foreign acquisition and domestic development of 
advanced technological weaponry and operational systems have been key parts of this 
process. In addition to its nuclear weapons, upgraded or fully modern elements of the 
nation’s defense network include a range of fighter aircraft, an anti-satellite weapon 
(recently tested successfully in 2007),351 a wide variety of ballistic and cruise missiles, 
and nuclear powered attack submarines. Tactics such as cyber warfare and industrial 
espionage have been identified as strategic elements of China’s revised military doctrine. 
The PLA has also advanced its efforts to educate, train, and professionalize its military 
personnel. According to analysts, China’s primary objective in this transformation is to 
develop the ability to rapidly mobilize and engage in “high intensity conflicts” of limited 
duration along the country’s borders and offshore areas. The most common hypothetical 
situation considered in China’s military strategy is a potential international conflict 
concerning Taiwanese independence.  

Substantial and consistent increases in the Chinese 
military budget demonstrate the country’s commitment 
to modernization. Between 1996 and 2006, China’s 
defense spending averaged annual increases of 11.8%, 
when adjusted for inflation.352 (The PLA Navy and Air 
Force branches received the majority of these 
investments.) In 2007, China’s proclaimed defense 
budget was USD 44.94 billion, but Pentagon estimates 
placed that number much higher, at USD 85–125 billion.353 Most recently, in 2008, the 
Chinese government announced further increases in its military spending, allotting USD 
58.8 billion for defense purposes.354 Although the PLA is presently considerably less 
advanced than the U.S. military, it has been identified as the latter’s mostly likely 
competitor. Overall, China’s advancements in its military technology and capabilities 
continue to surprise observers. 

With active personnel of roughly 660,000, the People’s Armed Police (PAP) forces carry 
out the nation’s internal law enforcement and security duties. Comprised of internal 
defense and police enforcement units, the PAP is responsible for such tasks as border 
security, counterterrorism, communication security, disaster relief, and fire fighting. In 
the event of war, the PAP is designed to support the PLA in a variety of domestic security 
arenas.  
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Terrorist, Separatist, and Radical Groups 

East Turkistan Islamic Movement and Related Organizations355, 356 

Based in the western reaches of China’s Xinjiang Autonomous 
Region, the East Turkistan Islamic Movement (ETIM) is a small 
militant Muslim extremist group. The ETIM is one of several 
ethnic Uygur separatist groups that desire the formation of an 
independent state known as East Turkistan, which would comprise 
the Xinjiang region of China and a number of existing Central 
Asian countries. (In contrast to the extremist ETIM, the vast 
majority of Uygurs in Xinjiang are peaceful and do not advocate 
separatism for the region.) Between 1990 and 2001, Chinese 
officials attributed over 200 attacks in the Xinjiang region to the 
ETIM. Such attacks included bombings, arsons, and assassinations, 
resulting in substantial numbers of fatalities and injuries.  

In recent years, both Chinese and U.S. officials have reported that the ETIM has 
connections with the Al Qaeda terrorist network. Specifically, ETIM militants are 
thought to have received training, funding, and weapons from Al Qaeda forces in 
Afghanistan. While some experts currently doubt the extent of the ties between the two 
extremist groups, ETIM militants are known to have cooperated with Al Qaeda and 
Taliban forces in Afghanistan, as well as Pakistan. The ETIM has also been linked with 
the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU), a terrorist network also known as the 
Islamic Party of Turkistan. Accordingly, the ETIM has been formally designated as a 
terrorist organization by the PRC, the United Nations Security Council, and the United 
States.357 

Of late, a number of violent attacks, including a series of deadly bus explosions in 
Shanghai and Kunming, have heightened tensions in China. A group calling itself the 
Turkistan Islamic Party (TIP) claimed responsibility for several of the attacks. It is 
presently uncertain whether the TIP is another name for the ETIM, or whether it is a 
subgroup or associate of either the ETIM, or perhaps the IMU. Chinese officials have 
rejected the claims made by the TIP, asserting that there is little evidence connecting the 
particular attacks to terrorist organizations.358 The government’s dismissal of these claims 
may have been an attempt to reduce any public alarm resulting from attention given to 
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terrorist threats during the run-up to the Olympic Games. Still, Chinese authorities have 
taken the threat of terrorist and separatist activity very seriously, particularly in the 
Xinjiang region. In recent years, raids on suspected terrorist compounds have resulted in 
numerous arrests and seizures.359 In this regard, many observers have accused the PRC of 
exaggerating the terrorist threat in order to crack down on political dissent and religious 
practice in Xinjiang, particularly in the period immediately following the terrorist attacks 
of 11 September 2001. Others have suggested that such harsh crackdowns have spurred 
increased violence.360 In any case, terrorist violence in the region remains a threat. Recent 
attacks in the Xinjiang region, including deadly assaults on Chinese policemen and 
security officers, have been linked to the ETIM.361  

Other separatist organizations in the Xinjiang region, such as the World Uygur Youth 
Congress and the East Turkistan Information Center, have been similarly designated by 
the PRC as terrorist groups. However, their activity has generally been less pronounced 
than that of the ETIM.362 Of late, the Hizb-ut Tahrir al Islami and the East Ruekstabn 
Islamic Movement have been identified as additional security threats in the region.363 

Falun Gong (Falun Dafa) 

Self-described as a spiritual exercise movement, the 
Falun Gong has been designated by the PRC as a 
subversive group and has thus been widely suppressed 
by China’s internal law enforcement authorities. The 
U.S. does not recognize the Falun Gong as a terrorist 
organization, as it  has neither planned, committed, nor 
supported any acts of violence.364 In 1999, Falun Gong 
members staged a large demonstration in Beijing to 
protest government restrictions on the movement’s practices. Shortly thereafter, the 
Chinese government condemned and largely eliminated the group.365 Today, reports 
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continue to circulate of the PRC imposing severe penalties on China’s remaining Falun 
Gong practitioners.366 It is believed that the Falun Gong’s ability to assemble large 
masses of people was perceived by the PRC as a significant threat to its stability.  

Tibetan People’s Uprising Movement 

The Tibetan People’s Uprising Movement (TPUM) is a recently formed movement 
consisting of at least five international Tibetan organizations that support the region’s 
independence: Tibetan Youth Congress, Tibetan Women’s Association, Gu-Chu-Sum 
Movement of Tibet, National Democratic Party of Tibet, and Students for a Free Tibet, 
India.367 (Of late, the TYC broke from the TPUM to form the Tibetan People’s Mass 
Movement.)368 The PRC has not officially condemned the TPUM as a terrorist 
organization, but the TPUM and its individual groups have been described in state-run 
media as separatist organizations, and thus, as threats to the PRC’s stability.369 Chinese 
media also describe these and similar groups as the “Dalai clique,” with the implication 
that the Tibetan spiritual leader, the Dalai Lama, has engineered such activity.370 (The 
Dalai Lama has stated that he does not advocate independence for Tibet, only greater 
autonomy within the PRC.)371 Within China, the Tibetan Youth Congress (TYC) has 
garnered the most criticism, with some in the state-run Chinese media denouncing the 
organization as a terrorist group.372 Members of TPUM and its subgroups have organized 
and participated in a variety of protests and demonstrations. 

U.S.–China Relations 373  

Since the 1970s, the U.S. has steadily improved its relations with the People’s Republic 
of China. In the years following the establishment of the PRC in 1949, relations between 
the two countries were largely adversarial. As a low point, the U.S. and the PRC fought 
on opposing sides of the Korean War in the early 1950s. At this time, in terms of both 
foreign policy and military and economic aid, the U.S. supported the Republic of China 
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(ROC), the government formed by the Guomindang, or Nationalist Party, which had fled 
to Taiwan after the PRC took control of mainland China during the country’s civil war. 
For many years, the U.S., as well as many other Western nations, recognized the ROC as 
the official government of China.374  

The turning point in U.S.–PRC relations came in the 
early 1970s. In 1971, the PRC officially replaced the 
ROC as China’s sole representative at the United 
Nations, thereby solidifying the PRC’s ascendency over 
the ROC. Shortly thereafter, in 1972, U.S. President 
Richard Nixon traveled to China to meet with PRC 
officials, including Mao Zedong. The diplomatic 
meetings resulted in the “Shanghai Communique,” an 
agreement that outlined the two countries’ mutual desire to establish normalized relations. 
Significantly, the U.S. formally acknowledged that the PRC was the sole government of 
China and that Taiwan was part of China. In 1979, the U.S. and China officially entered 
normalized relations, as the U.S. shifted diplomatic recognition from Taipei, Taiwan to 
Beijing. At the same time, the U.S. retained the right to continue commercial and cultural 
relations with Taiwan.375  

Since 1979, U.S.–China relations have been, for the most part, more cooperative than 
antagonistic, although the two countries have had occasional disagreements. In the early 
1980s, China opposed the United States’ sale of arms to Taiwan, and the U.S. 
subsequently agreed to limit the quantity and content of such sales. In 1989, after the 
Tiananmen Square incident, the U.S. imposed economic and diplomatic sanctions on 
China in response to its violation of human rights. In recent years, the unintentional 
bombing of a Chinese embassy in Belgrade (in 1999) and the collision of a Chinese F-8 
fighter and a U.S. EP-3 reconnaissance aircraft over the South China Sea (in 2001) have 
seen U.S.–China relations temporarily strained. 

Despite these occasional setbacks, the U.S. and China have expanded their economic, 
cultural, and diplomatic ties in recent years. Foremost, the U.S. has been a strong 
advocate for China’s integration into the world economy, and today, the two countries are 
major trading partners (two-way trade between the U.S. and China rose from USD 33 
billion in 1992 to USD 386 billion in 2007.)376 The U.S. has been a leading source of 
foreign investment in China, and it continues to encourage China’s ongoing adoption of 
free-market practices in order to allow for further economic exchange. Specifically, 
China’s refusal to allow the yuan to respond to market forces has contributed to the U.S.–
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China trade imbalance, and this is one area in which change is needed. Also, China’s 
continuing lack of a functional regulatory environment along with its maintenance of 
government owned and operated industries continues to contradict its stated commitment 
to free-enterprise.377  

In terms of bilateral security measures, China has 
supported and participated in a range of international 
anti-terrorism efforts, including counterterrorism and 
law-enforcement dialogues with U.S. officials. China 
has contributed funds for reconstruction efforts in both 
Afghanistan and Iraq, and together with the U.S. and 
several other countries, it has played a major role in 
nuclear disarmament negotiations with North Korea.378 
Diplomatically, President George W. Bush and Chinese President Hu Jintao have met 
several times throughout their respective terms, including during the 2008 Olympics in 
Beijing.  

Today, the most pressing issues concerning U.S.-China relations involve China’s ongoing 
economic reform and global integration, its cross-strait relations with Taiwan, and its 
questionable human rights record.379  The U.S. supports the maintenance of the current 
relationship between China and Taiwan. Directed toward increasing economic prosperity 
and stability in the region, the China–Taiwan relationship involves neither Taiwanese 
independence nor Chinese military aggression. More broadly, as China continues to 
integrate itself into global economic and political affairs, U.S. officials hope that it will 
take on further international responsibilities and respect for human rights. 

Relations with Neighboring Countries 

Afghanistan 

Relations between China and Afghanistan have 
strengthened in recent years as China has pursued 
economic and security interests in Central Asia. In 2006, 
the two countries signed a treaty of “Friendship, 
Cooperation, and Good-Neighborly Relations,” which 
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went into full effect in August 2008.380 Economically, China has been an important 
source of foreign investment in Afghanistan. Most notably, in 2007, China won a bid to 
invest USD 3.5 billion to develop Afghanistan’s Aynak copper field, which is believed to 
be the largest undeveloped copper field in the world. The investment project is the most 
significant in Afghanistan’s history, and it is likely that China will pursue other mineral 
and energy resources in the country.381  

In terms of security, Afghanistan’s stability is important to China’s own, as extremist 
organizations such as the ETIM maintain close ties with terrorist networks operating in 
Afghanistan and other nearby regions. In 2005, the Shanghai Cooperation Organization 
(SCO) established an Afghanistan Contact Group in order to enhance its members’ 
relations with the presently unstable country. In 2007, the SCO pledged to increase its 
efforts to economically develop and politically stabilize Afghanistan, including 
expanding its anti-narcotic measures in the region.382 Overall, a stable Afghanistan would 
allow for increased economic expansion and the development of energy corridors 
throughout Central Asia.383 Along these lines, China has contributed funds to 
Afghanistan’s reconstruction efforts. 

Bhutan 

At present, China and Bhutan do not maintain 
diplomatic relations.384 The two countries are, however, 
involved in ongoing discussions concerning the 
demarcation of their boundary, which remains 
unresolved.385 Dating back centuries, the lack of an 
official boundary is a longstanding issue of regional 
significance. Strategically, Bhutan’s landlocked position 
between China and its rival Asian power, India, have 
made it a buffer country. Historically, Bhutan has had strong ties with India, particularly 
in terms of economic investment and exchange (India is by far Bhutan’s largest trading 
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partner), but also in military support. Bhutan’s recent adoption of a democratic 
government has further strengthened its connections to India.386  

In recent years, there have been increased calls in Bhutan to settle the boundary dispute, 
particularly as Chinese activity along the border has expanded.387 Such activity includes 
the construction of numerous roads along the frontier and alleged incursions into 
Bhutanese territory near the Indian border. These events have aggravated longstanding 
concerns in Bhutan regarding the interests of its powerful neighbor. In any case, China 
maintains minimal but relatively stable relations with the Bhutanese government, which 
acknowledges the “one China” policy, particularly as it concerns nearby Tibet.388 Today, 
the border between China and Bhutan remains closed, as it has been since 1960, after 
Tibetans fled from China to Bhutan in large numbers.389 

Burma (Myanmar)  

China’s relations with Burma have grown considerably 
close in recent years as economic and military ties 
between the two countries have expanded. Burma is rich 
in a number of energy and material resources, including 
natural gas, timber, gems, and food, and China has 
invested heavily in securing access to such products. As 
part of this negotiation, it has provided aid and 
discounted loans to Burma, and today, the two countries 
are major trading partners.390 China was responsible for 35.7% of Burma’s imports and 
6.8% of its exports in 2006, not including substantial amounts of unofficially exchanged 
goods between the two countries.391 China also recently signed a major natural gas deal 
with Burma,392 and there is speculation that it plans to develop an oil pipeline spanning 
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from Burma’s coast on the Indian Ocean to its own Yunnan province. This project could 
dramatically alter the region’s current oil delivery routes.393  

In its efforts to solidify its ties with Burma, China has become the leading arms supplier 
to the military junta that is presently in charge of Burma.394 China has faced international 
criticism for its support of the junta, which has committed known human rights offenses, 
including a violent suppression of protests in September 2007.395  

India 

Historically, China has had tense and competitive relations with India, but in recent years 
the two Asian powers have made efforts to increase cooperation and economic exchange. 
Animosity between the two countries largely stems from a 1962 border war and lingering 
territorial disputes related to that conflict. India does not recognize China’s claims to the 
Aksai Chin territory and a small northern portion of Kashmir, which Pakistan ceded to 
China in 1964.396 China also claims a large portion of the Indian state of Arunachal 
Pradesh (located east of Bhutan and south of the Tibetan Plateau). The unofficial border 
in this rugged Himalayan region remains militarized. Of late, China has increased its 
military and development activities in the region, which has compelled India to do the 
same.397 

India’s harboring of the Tibetan government-in-exile 
and large numbers of Tibetan refugees is an additional 
source of tension in Sino-Indian relations. India has 
attempted to temper the situation, however, by 
prohibiting anti-Chinese demonstrations and protests 
within its borders. In this regard, Indian authorities 
arrested scores of Tibetan protesters during the March 
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2008 demonstrations in Tibet.398 Other issues, such as nuclear proliferation, competition 
for energy resources, and opposing international ties (such as China’s close relationship 
with Indian rival Pakistan, and India’s growing ties to the U.S.) have further strained 
Sino-Indian relations.399  

Despite these issues, China—in line with its wide-ranging diplomatic push—has worked 
to improve its relations with India, particularly in the economic sector. Foremost, 
bilateral trade between the two countries has expanded considerably in recent years, 
making China India’s second largest trading partner. As part of a recent agreement, the 
two countries have pledged to further expand their trade ties in order to reach a goal of 
USD 60 billion in two-way trade by 2010.400 Chinese and Indian troops also held joint 
military exercises in 2007.401 Overall, while these developments demonstrate a significant 
improvement in Sino-Indian ties, many observers note that the two longtime rivals 
remain cautious regarding each other’s growing power. 

Kazakhstan  

Kazakhstan is a member of the SCO and is thus closely 
linked to China through the organization’s multilateral 
economic and security interests. Kazakhstan is an 
important source and transit country for China’s energy 
imports. In 2005, the China National Petroleum 
Corporation purchased a large Kazakhstani oil 
corporation and then constructed a pipeline to deliver 
the product to the Chinese border.402 In 2007, the two 
countries agreed to extend the pipeline to the Caspian Sea (the site of considerable proven 
oil and natural gas reserves), with an estimated completion date set for 2009.403 Of late, 
another deal has been reached that will result in the construction of a similar pipeline for 
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the delivery of natural gas.404 These important energy deals have been accompanied by a 
number of bilateral development and trade agreements between the two countries.405  

Regarding security, China and Kazakhstan have agreed to enhance bilateral efforts to 
combat the “three evil forces” of terrorism, separatism, and extremism. They have also 
committed to fight drug trafficking, illegal immigration, and other regional criminal 
activity. These agreements were made as part of a joint communique signed by the two 
countries in 2007.406 Kazakhstan’s participation in such security efforts is particularly 
important to China, as the remote Xinjiang region adjacent to Kazakhstan is the site of 
many of China’s internal security concerns.  

Kyrgyzstan 407 

As an SCO member, Kyrgyzstan maintains a close and cooperative relationship with 
China. The two countries signed a “Sino-Kyrgyz Friendly Treaty on Good-Neighborly 
Cooperation” in 2002,408 and they signed an additional treaty strengthening their 
economic and security ties in 2007. In the latter treaty, both sides agreed to enhance their 
collaborative efforts in combating regional security threats and terrorism (specifically 
from the ETIM terrorist network). They also agreed to expand bilateral trade and 
development initiatives.  

The two countries are presently involved in the construction of a modern highway 
corridor (due for completion in late 2008) that will connect China with Central Asia, 
essentially forming a new “Silk Road.” China has completed its section of the highway 
and has invested heavily in the construction of the segment in Kyrgyzstan. In terms of 
resources, Kyrgyzstan is rich in gold deposits, and Chinese companies have been 
involved in related development and mining operations in the Central Asian country.409 
Diplomatically, Kyrgyzstan is a strong supporter of the 
“one China” policy.  

Laos 

China has maintained diplomatic relations with Laos, a 
fellow Communist state, since 1961, despite occasional 
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tension between the two countries.410 Today, their relationship is a friendly one, with 
China acting as a key trading partner and a major source of foreign investment.411 
Notably, China has invested in the development of a road network linking Yunnan 
province to Bangkok, Thailand, with a middle segment passing through Laos. Chinese 
construction crews have been working in Laos to improve its generally poor highway 
conditions.412 The transnational route is particularly important because China’s free trade 
agreement with ASEAN, of which Laos and Thailand are members, is set to be 
completed by 2010. Transportation routes into Southeast Asia will be essential for the 
China-ASEAN trading network, which will ultimately connect a massive market of 1.8 
billion people.413 China and Laos have also recently signed several cooperation 
agreements addressing economic, energy, and technology issues,414 and the two countries 
maintain military communication as well.415 Overall, due to extensive commercial 
development and aid projects, the Chinese have a significant presence in Laos.416  

Mongolia 417 

Designated as an observer country to the SCO, Mongolia maintains strong economic ties 
with China. China is by far the country’s largest trading partner, accounting for 72.7% of 
Mongolia’s exports and 31.6% of its imports in 2006.418 Mongolia’s extensive mineral 
reserves (the country has 680 sites of mineral deposits) have been the target of Chinese 
interests in recent years. Specifically, Chinese copper firms and coal-driven electricity 
production companies have made large investments in Mongolia. Although deficiencies 
in Mongolia’s infrastructure and regulatory environment have stalled further 
development and investment, the two countries remain economically connected, with 
Mongolia the more heavily dependent of the two.419  
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Mongolia’s economic dependence has afforded China some political capital. Despite 
longstanding territorial and ethnic tensions between the two countries (especially 
concerning Inner Mongolia), a 1994 Sino-Mongolian treaty recognizing each country’s 
sovereignty and territorial integrity has allowed for relatively stable relations in recent 
years.420 In terms of security, strong Sino-Mongolian relations are important for China, as 
the long border between the two countries abuts the remote and occasionally troubled 
autonomous regions of Xinjiang and Inner Mongolia.  

Nepal 

As another small, landlocked country between China and India, Nepal has generally 
attempted to maintain a delicate balance in its relations with the two Asian powers. For 
many decades, the country has suffered from limited economic growth and development, 
and in recent years, its political situation has been extremely turbulent. After more than a 
decade of Maoist insurgent violence interspersed with occasional ceasefires, Nepal 
recently deposed its monarchy in favor of adopting a federal democratic republic. The 
Communist Party of Nepal (Maoist) is now heavily represented in the Nepalese 
Constituent Assembly, which also acts as parliament.421 (Despite their nominal 
similarities, China has dismissed any ideological ties between the Nepalese Maoists and 
the Communist PRC.)422 Today, Nepal remains extremely poor, with a low human 
development index of 0.534, placing it 142nd out of 177 
countries.423  

China’s interests in Nepal are largely strategic due to the 
country’s location between India and the Tibetan Xizang 
region. Foremost, Nepal has served as a home or transit 
country for large numbers of Tibetan refugees who fled 
the region after it was overtaken by the PRC in 1950. 
Today, roughly 20,000 Tibetan refugees live in Nepal. 
An estimated 2,500 more arrive each year, with most of 
them passing through to northern India, where the Tibetan government-in-exile is located. 
However, recognizing the “one-China” policy, Nepal has recently cracked down on anti-
Chinese and Tibetan independence protests in a move interpreted as a Nepalese gesture 
of appeasement to the PRC. 424, 425 Of late, China and Nepal have increased their bilateral 
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ties and exchanges, including the expansion of transportation services and highways 
running between the two countries.426 China’s efforts to befriend Nepal offer it economic 
entry into South Asia and act as a counterweight to Indian-Nepalese relations, which have 
historically been strong.  

North Korea 

Under the leadership of Kim Jong-Il, North Korea’s 
complicated and often unpredictable political situation 
has made for complex relations with China. Historically, 
the two countries have been closely aligned, particularly 
after Chinese PLA troops fought alongside North 
Korean forces during the Korean War. In general, the 
PRC has been one of the few supporters of the country’s 
past and current authoritarian regimes. Specifically, 
China has been a major supplier of food, arms, aid, and energy to the largely isolated 
North Korean government, whose economy has been in a state of disrepair for many 
years. Strategically, observers attribute the PRC’s support of the North Korean regime to 
a desire to maintain a cooperative buffer state between it and the democratic nation of 
South Korea, where the U.S. military maintains a large presence. The collapse of North 
Korea’s authoritarian regime could also lead to an undesired influx of North Korean 
refugees into Chinese territory. At present, such refugees are often repatriated to North 
Korea.427 

Chinese-North Korean relations have been strained in recent years due to North Korea’s 
unwelcome test of a nuclear weapon in 2006. This event compelled China to sign a UN 
Security Council Resolution imposing sanctions on North Korea, although China’s 
agreement to the resolution came only after negotiations were conducted to limit the 
severity of such sanctions.428 China has also played host to the Six-Party Talks designed 
to negotiate North Korea’s nuclear disarmament.429 Toward this goal, Chinese President 
Hu Jintao and South Korean leader Lee Myung-bak recently met to reiterate their mutual 
support for the disarmament negotiations.430 Overall, the North Korean regime remains 
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unpredictable, and there is an element of instability in its relations with China, despite its 
dependence upon the PRC.  

Pakistan 431 

Historically, Pakistan has been one of China’s strongest allies. It 
was one of the first countries to recognize the sovereignty of the 
PRC, and thus reject the claims of the Republic of China. This act 
became one of China’s official standards in establishing its foreign 
relations. China and Pakistan established diplomatic relations in 
1951 and have since maintained high level communications in a 
variety of fields. China’s relationship with Pakistan was further 
strengthened by their mutual conflicts with India and the Soviet 
Union.  

Accordingly, China has been a major supplier of weapons and 
defense technology to Pakistan, and it has also assisted in the 
construction of two nuclear reactors in Pakistan’s Punjab province. Of late, China has 
heavily invested in the development of a deep-sea port at a Pakistani naval base on the 
Arabian Sea. With the development of similar ports in Burma and Bangladesh (as well as 
the investment of significant resources in the PLA Navy), China is continuing its efforts 
to secure key shipping lanes for energy products originating in the Persian Gulf.432 For its 
part, Pakistan has made efforts to eliminate Uygur separatist camps operating within its 
borders. Some of China and Pakistan’s coordinated security efforts are organized through 
the SCO, of which Pakistan is an observer, but presently not a full member.  

Economically, the two countries are trading partners, with China accounting for 16.3% of 
Pakistan’s imports in 2006.433 In line with the “China-Pakistan Joint Five-Year Economic 
and Trade Cooperation Plan,” China and Pakistan recently pledged increased cooperation 
in economic matters. The potential development of Pakistan’s energy and mineral 
resources was identified as a major interest in this effort.434 Several additional large-scale 
investment projects between the two countries have been initiated or are in the planning 
stages as well. Overall, China and Pakistan are strong allies, demonstrating broad-based 
support for each other in military and foreign policy matters.  
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Russia 

China maintains cooperative, multidimensional relations with Russia, a fellow member of 
the SCO and another major power on the Asian landmass. The two countries had a 
strained and often adversarial relationship during the Cold War, despite their apparent 
ideological affinities at the time. Marking a recent low point in Sino-Russian relations, 
the two sides engaged in a series of armed disputes along their border in 1969. However, 
Sino-Russian relations began to improve in the years following the dissolution of the 
Soviet Union, and in 2001, the two countries finalized a “Treaty of Good-Neighborliness 
and Friendly Cooperation.”435 In addition to signing a variety of cooperative agreements, 
the two sides also eventually resolved several longstanding territorial disputes concerning 
the demarcation of their boundaries. (The final outstanding dispute in such matters was 
officially settled in 2008).436 

Political and military connections between the two 
countries have been especially close. Russia has served 
as the primary source for the weapons and wide-ranging 
defense and space technologies that China has used to 
modernize its military.437 Similarly, through the SCO, 
the two sides have performed joint military exercises in 
demonstrations of regional military power and 
cooperation.438 The two sides have also signed 
agreements stating their shared position on a variety of international issues.439 
Economically, China and Russia are significant trading partners, with two-way trade 
reaching USD 48 billion in 2007.440 Finally, Russia is a key supplier of oil, gas, and 
electricity to China. In order to feed China’s considerable demands, Russia is developing 
two major natural gas pipelines and an oil pipeline running from Siberia to China and 
nearby regions.441 There is perhaps a hint of competition between the two powers, 
although their relationship is largely cooperative.  
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Tajikistan 442  

Tajikistan is an SCO member and thus another important Chinese ally in Central Asia. 
Like Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, but on a smaller scale, Tajikistan cooperates with 
China on a number of trade, development, and security initiatives.443 In terms of the latter, 
Tajikistan’s proximity to Afghanistan (as well as Xinjiang) makes it especially vulnerable 
to terrorist or extremist activity and drug-trafficking. In this regard, Chinese and Tajik 
soldiers performed joint-military exercises in 2006 designed to simulate cooperative 
military engagement with hostile terrorist forces in the region’s mountainous areas.444 

With an undeveloped mining industry and a lack of oil and gas resources, Tajikistan 
remains one of the poorer countries in the region, and in the world. With respect to 
development, China has provided Tajikistan with low-interest loans, including funds for 
the construction of a large hydroelectric power plant.445 China is also the second largest 
source of Tajikistan’s imports, accounting for 20.2% of them in 2006.446  

Vietnam 

Largely due to increased economic exchange, China and 
Vietnam have greatly improved their relations in recent 
years, despite their engagement in an ongoing territorial 
dispute. The establishment of normalized Sino-
Vietnamese ties in 1991 followed a history of often 
strained relations, marked in recent decades by China’s 
brief invasion of northern Vietnam in 1979. (The 
incursion was a response to Vietnam’s invasion of 
Cambodia, a Chinese ally, and its ties to the Soviet Union, which China saw as an 
adversary at that time.)447 However, since the 1991 agreement, China and Vietnam have 
become substantial trading partners, with two-way trade reaching USD 15 billion in 
2007.448 Trade between the two countries is largely fueled by oil, coal, and natural rubber 
exports from resource-rich Vietnam. Nonetheless, in recent years, China has maintained a 
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trade surplus with its southern neighbor due to its export of valuable manufactured goods, 
such as cars, machinery, and pharmaceuticals to Vietnam.449 Overall, in terms of China’s 
interests, Vietnam offers a major inroad to Southeast Asia and the ASEAN trade network. 
Diplomatically, the two countries resolved the demarcation of their border in 2000.450  

The major lingering barrier to the establishment of fully cooperative Sino-Vietnamese 
ties is a long-standing territorial dispute regarding conflicting maritime claims in the 
South China Sea. Both China and Vietnam claim sovereignty over the Paracel and 
Spratly Islands, and in recent years, the two sides have been involved in a number of 
disagreements over the issue, including small-scale armed confrontations resulting in 
fatalities. The South China Sea’s potential for oil and natural gas resources is a major 
factor in the dispute. (Other countries, such as Malaysia and the Philippines, claim 
portions of the South China Sea as well.)451 Of late, Chinese and Vietnamese officials 
have made efforts to ensure that the dispute is peacefully negotiated in order for the two 
countries to maintain stable and cooperative ties.452  

Other Regional Issues 

Taiwan (Chinese Taipei) 453 

In 1991, the Nationalist government occupying Taiwan 
relinquished its claims to mainland China but 
maintained its claims for sovereignty over the island. 
China, however, sees the situation differently. As an 
essential tenet of its “one China” policy, China 
considers Taiwan a part of its territory, and many 
countries, including the U.S., fully recognize this claim. 
(As of early 2008, 171 countries maintained diplomatic 
relations with China, whereas only 23 countries maintained relations with Taiwan.)454 In 
recent years, relations between the two countries have ranged from tense to 
confrontational. For many years, China has positioned military units and weapons across 
the Taiwanese Strait. Likewise, Taiwan has long maintained its own military, with 
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weapons and defense technology supplied primarily by the U.S. (U.S. military support 
dating back to the Korean War has been largely responsible for preventing a PRC 
invasion of Taiwan.)455 Today, the relationship between the two entities is often 
described as a delicate “status quo,” avoiding consideration of both official Taiwanese 
independence as well as Chinese military aggression to reclaim the island. Of late, 
negotiations have stalled as Taiwan has refused to comply with the PRC’s mandate that it 
recognize the “one China” policy before resuming talks.456 For its part, the U.S. 
encourages the two sides to peacefully resolve the issue through dialogue.  

Taiwan has developed and maintains a powerful indigenous economy, and despite 
constant tension in its relations with China, the two entities maintain close economic ties. 
In fact, China is Taiwan’s number one trading partner, accounting for an estimated 32.3% 
of Taiwan’s exports and 10.9% of its imports in 2007.457  

Tibet 

Recent protests have taken place in Tibet, accompanied 
by international movements calling for the region’s 
independence.  The protests and movements revolve 
around longstanding issues concerning the region’s 
relationship to the PRC, and previously, to the Chinese 
empire. In the modern era, this debate was ignited after 
the PRC took control of Tibet in 1950 and later 
suppressed a Tibetan uprising movement in 1959, 
causing the Tibetan government and the Dali Lama to flee to India.458 Citing various 
historical, political, and military connections, the PRC claims that the region has 
belonged to the Chinese empire for over 700 years. On the other hand, the Tibetan 
government-in-exile claims that the region has historically operated as an autonomous 
entity and that its primary connection to the Chinese empire was one of religious counsel, 
not political servitude. As it concerns the modern era, the Tibetan government-in-exile 
claims that the region was a sovereign state when the PRC entered the territory in 1949-
1950.459  

                                                 
455 Federal Research Division, Library of Congress. “Country Profile: Taiwan.” March 2005. 
http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/profiles/Taiwan.pdf 
456 Council on Foreign Relations. Youkyung Lee. “Backgrounder: China-Taiwan Relations.” 24 March 
2008. 
http://www.cfr.org/publication/9223/chinataiwan_relations.html?breadcrumb=%2Fregion%2Fpublication_l
ist%3Fid%3D271%26page%3D2 
457 CIA World Factbook. “Taiwan.” 21 August 2008. https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-
factbook/geos/tw.html 
458 China: A Historical and Cultural Dictionary. Dillon, Michael, ed. “Tibet [317–319].” 1988. Surrey, UK: 
Curzon Press.  
459 Congressional Research Service, Library of Congress. Dumbagh, Kerry. “CRS Report for Congress: 
Tibet: Problems, Prospects, and U.S. Policy.” 10 April 2008. http://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/row/RL34445.pdf 



 
118

Of late, PRC officials have accused the Dalai Lama of inciting violent protests in the 
region. The Dalai Lama has denied such claims, stating that he does not advocate 
violence or independence for the region, only greater autonomy, particularly in terms of 
religious and cultural freedom. According to many Tibetans, historical grievances over 
the region’s autonomy have worsened in recent years because of efforts by the PRC to 
suppress Tibetan religion and culture. Supporting this view, critics claim that as 
increasing numbers of Han Chinese migrate to the region, the culture of the Tibetan 
people has been further diluted. For its part, the PRC claims that its development of the 
region has brought improved services, infrastructure, and an overall higher standard of 
living to the area. Meanwhile, Tibetans have claimed that such development has 
disrupted their traditional way of life and largely benefited the local Han Chinese. In line 
with the “one China” policy, the U.S. formally recognizes Tibet as a part of China, 
although some U.S. officials have called for the PRC to demonstrate greater respect for 
the cultural and religious rights of Tibetans.460   

Japan 

China and Japan are presently involved in a territorial 
dispute concerning maritime claims and sovereignty 
over a series of uninhabited islands in the East China 
Sea. Historically, the two countries have had a history of 
hostile relations and conflict, including the First and 
Second Sino-Japanese Wars of 1894–1895 and 1937–
1945, respectively. Today, political and diplomatic 
relations between the two countries are often tense over 
a variety of issues. The discord has endured even as Sino-Japanese trade has expanded 
considerably in recent years (two-way trade totaled USD 207 billion in 2006).461 Of late, 
however, Chinese President Hu Jintao has made efforts to improve relations and expand 
ties between the two countries.462  

The current territorial dispute concerns the two countries’ overlapping maritime claims in 
the East China Sea, the site of potentially extensive hydrocarbon resources. China and 
Japan are involved in ongoing negotiations over the issue. At present, no settlement has 
been reached.463 
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Outlook464 

China’s future stability depends on a number of 
complex, interrelated factors. The nation’s economic 
growth has provided it with huge foreign currency 
reserves. China has used these funds to initiate a wide 
range of development projects, both on the domestic 
front and abroad. In terms of foreign policy, China has 
been quite successful in developing bilateral ties with a 
number of regional and global entities. Of late, the PRC 
announced that such policy would be heavily directed toward energy security, a strategy 
that it has followed for several years.465  

Besides helping to secure access to resources, China’s so-called “charm offensive” has 
also garnered it political leverage in the international community, especially among 
developing countries. Such leverage can be seen most readily in the wide international 
acceptance of the “one China” policy, which has stifled the position of Taiwan. 
Establishment of the policy has also reduced any official support for independence 
movements within the country. Although China has encountered criticism for some of its 
practices and associations (such as with military regimes in Burma and Sudan), its 
foreign and economic policy has nonetheless provided it with the time and money it 
needs to address domestic issues. Along these lines, China has developed a foreign policy 
in accordance with its own domestic agenda. Seeking stability in both areas, China 
encourages international conflicts to be resolved through dialogue and domestic conflicts 
to be solved internally, without foreign intervention.  

Foremost among its security issues, domestic social unrest continues to threaten China’s 
overall stability. Of late, the CCP has announced a vast structural overhaul in personnel. 
This action has taken place in response to the recent occurrence of a number of “mass 
incidents,” including protests in Tibet, public criticism concerning the failed 
infrastructure in the Sichuan earthquake, and riots over perceived injustices in a few 
southern provinces. In an effort to stem corruption and build a better rapport with the 
populace, the CCP hopes to fill party ranks with officers both loyal to the CCP, and 
ideally, to the people. Thus, the CCP has placed greater emphasis on character and moral 
values in selecting personnel, and it has devised unique methods to indirectly involve the 
people in selection or evaluation processes. In some cases, the CCP has also allowed 
local populations to submit petitions as part of an effort to expose corrupt or unjust 
practices.  
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Despite these positive developments, however, China’s recent suppression of petitioners 
and protesters during the 2008 Olympic Games contradicted the government’s stated 
desire to recognize or connect with aggrieved citizens. Many observers hope that as 
China continues to liberalize its economic policies and open itself up to the world, it will 
gradually relax the strict authoritarian controls that have often contributed to unrest. In 
any case, for the foreseeable future, the possibility of significant political reform remains 
slight. In the meantime, China also needs to address serious environmental and 
population control issues, which affect the country’s long-term stability in negative ways. 

China’s hosting of the 2008 Olympic Games 
demonstrated some of the contradictions inherent to the 
nation’s rise as a major geopolitical power. The safe and 
successful nature of the Games displayed China’s ability 
to organize and secure a large-scale, international event 
of considerable complexity. It also served to showcase 
the country’s economic successes and rich cultural 
traditions. At the same time, certain incidents, such as 
the arrest and deportation of several American protesters, again raised questions 
concerning China’s continued use of authoritarian practices.466 Such contradictions are 
indicative of the challenges faced by the CCP as it attempts to both foster and control its 
growth. In discussing the potential of the PRC, U.S. Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice 
has voiced: “America has reason to welcome a confident, peaceful, and prosperous China. 
We want China as a global partner, able and willing to match its growing capabilities to 
its international responsibilities.”467  

 

                                                 
466 Los Angeles Times Online. Magnier, Mark and Greg Johnson. “China Deports 8 American Protesters.” 
25 August 2008. http://www.latimes.com/news/printedition/asection/la-fg-protesters25-
2008aug25,0,1937563.story 
467 Bureau of East Asian and Pacific Affairs, U.S. Department of State. “Background Note: China.” April 
2008. http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/18902.htm 


