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ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Timothy Brantingham brings three decades of experience in supply chain management and USChina trade to his writing on global commerce. Born in Taiwan to three generations of Ohioan Asia-based missionaries, his personal and professional lives have been centered around bridging cultures.

He holds a BA in East Asian studies from William & Mary, an MA in Buddhist studies from the University of Hong Kong, and an MBA from the University of Oxford. Fluent in Mandarin, he has lived and worked his entire career in mainland China, Hong Kong, and Japan, advising companies large and small on scaling operations in Asia, particularly in renewable energy and industrial manufacturing.

Now based in Honolulu with his family, Timothy writes and speaks on USAsia trade relations and the human stakes of globalization. You can follow his work at The Global In-Betweenist (www.globalinbetweenist.com).




AUTHORS NOTE

In this book, you will read about many companies and individuals in both the US and China, some associated with my own work and some not, whose stories help illustrate vital aspects of US trade with China. As this topic is politically and economically sensitive for all involvedin both the US and Chinaall names have been changed, and sometimes industries have been altered as well.

Those who are Chinese nationals are referenced by their formal surnames, as is the custom in Chinese society.

Please note the manuscript for this book was finalized in late 2025. In international trade, and trade with China in particular, things change very fast. By the time you read this book, some situations and realities may have changed, either slightly or radically, which may make some points less relevant than they were when I wrote this book.

I will continue the conversation on this content on my online platform: The Global In-Betweenist (www.globalinbetweenist.com).

Join me there to see these arguments updated and for further case studies, commentary, and related content.




INTRODUCTION

FROM CHINA HAND TO CHINA HEEL

I am a birthright American citizen. I am also a lifelong China guy. Im not a China watcher, theoretician, or academic pontificating about China from twenty thousand feet in the air. My China experience comes with thirty years of factory grease under my fingernails, thirty years of baijiu, a sorghum liquor, jet-fueling through my liver, and thirty years of wrestling with national prejudices, in both the US and China.

I have lived a decade in mainland China itself and two decades in Hong Kong, and I was born and raised in Taiwan. At the age of eighteen, I lived in the US for the first time in my life while attending William & Mary. I have lived more of my life within the realms of Greater China than I have in the US. And while this statement may garner deep suspicion from my American readers, I must simply declare here: I am deeply connected to both sides, and I love them both.

That is why I am writing this book.

My Chinese friends sometimes slap me on the back and call me a China hand ([image: img1.jpg] Zhōngguó tōng). The term originally referred to nineteenth-century foreign merchants who lived and worked in Chinas treaty ports. Over time, it came to describe any foreigner with deep knowledge of Chinas language, culture, and people. I dont know if Ive earned the distinction of being a China handits not a title you can give yourselfbut after three decades working on the ground in China, Im at least China-handed.

China-handedness is also kind of in my DNA. I come from a line of Quaker missionaries who made understanding China central to their careers. My great-grandparents set up a medical practice and a Friends meetinghouse on the outskirts of Nanjing in 1900. My grandmother was born there. She did a stint at Shanghai American School in 19101911, boarding with Pearl S. Buck, before returning to the US after her father died of cholera.

That grandmother had every intention of going to China as a missionary, but the 1930s were a dangerous time in China, so she and her young family went to India instead. Thats where my mother grew up, spending her holidays on the plains of Madhya Pradesh and her school terms at Woodstock School in the foothills of the Himalayas.

By the time my parents were ready to take up their missionary service, the church community established by my great-grandparents, which had previously been centered in Nanjing, fled with Chiang Kai-sheks Nationalist forces to Taiwan to escape the impending Communist victory. And so that is where my parents went to serve: Taiwan. Thats where I was born and where I grew up.

The Taiwan I grew up in was American supported, both militarily and economically. It was the time of two Chinas: a so-called Free China based in Taiwan under Chiang Kai-shek and a Red China on the mainland under Mao. Any foreign magazine that came to our house, such as TIME or Newsweek, if it were to contain mention of Red China in its pages, would be blacked out by the censors. I grew up loving the so-called Free China government in Taiwan and distrusting the Red Menace on the mainland, though I knew almost nothing about it.

Nixons 1972 trip to China, the first by a sitting US president, led to formal US recognition of the Peoples Republic of China in 1978. Within eight years, my siblings were among the first business folk to set up trading and manufacturing enterprises in China.

I was in college in the US during the late 1980s and early 1990s, a time of budding enthusiasm for all things China. Chinese studies majors sprouted up in numerous universities, and there was a sense that a new moment in history had arrived: China, that great prize of geopolitics, was finally opening to American interests.

I graduated college fully fluent in Mandarin and with a degree in East Asian studies. My supervising professor, Jian Xiaoping, who went from being a Guangzhou taxi driver to an Ohio State PhD, told me on the eve of my leaving for Shanghai, Wowwhat you will see and experience in China, Tim, will be unprecedented. This is new history.

He was right. What I saw was unprecedented. I witnessed an industrial behemoth emerge from practically nothing to form cities filled with skyscrapers as millions of people moved out of the rice paddies. And all that was just within the span of my twenties and thirties. After a brief break to study Buddhism at the University of Hong Kong, in my late thirties, I started a supply chain management and manufacturing business with an old high school friend from Taipei American School. We rode the wave to peak Chinathat time in the mid-2010s when the USChina trade relationship was cruising on all cylinders. Everyone needed the China pricethey needed the sheer scale of what Chinese factories could produce, and they needed the iterative speed that developing new products in China could bring to a companys competitive stance. Our pipeline of new business was always robust.

By my forties, China was already a global competitor to the US.

As I write this book in 2025, China is the second-largest economy in the world. And that outsourcing we hear so much about (and which I had a part in pushing along) is something so common that we take it for granted. You likely need look no further than the label on your shirt or the serial number on your electronic device for a reminder. Trade in goods between the US and China increased from less than $100 billion in 1999 (prior to China joining the World Trade Organization in 2001) to a peak of $690 billion in 2022. China surpassed Germany to become the worlds largest exporter in 2009.1 Now, China exports four times what Germany does.

When in history has this kind of growth ever happened in the span of one mans career?

Now that I am in my mid-fifties, the early enthusiasm, starting in 1978 and peaking in 2019, has turned sour. We have a new nationalism in the US that regrets most things global. And the main thing we regret is China.

Now, rather than celebrating my China roots and experience, I hide them. One of the few things that unites many aspects of American society is the belief that China is a problem. And not a little p problem, but an all-caps, exclamation-marked PROBLEM! According to Republican hawks such as Josh Hawley and Peter Navarro, China is a democracy-threatening, civilization-crushing security PROBLEM! According to Democrats such as Elizabeth Warren and Sherrod Brown, China is a labor-crushing, middle-class-gutting stooge of the corporate class used to smash the working man. PROBLEM! And for both sides, a guy like me who spent his career facilitating China engagement must surely have dubious intentions, a lack of patriotism, and a lack of loyalty. Not a China handa China heel.

A PROBLEM!

Even though I am deeply sympathetic to Taiwan, I do not support the China Evil Empire thesis. Not its blue-state version, nor its red-state version. I have known too many of Chinas people and worked with too many of its companies to be seduced by such humanity-erasing memeification. But there are legitimate issues we do need to discuss. Do the Chinese steal our intellectual property? Do Chinese state subsidies give Chinese businesses an unfair advantage? Have Chinese trade practices hollowed out the American middle class? Does the Chinese Communist Party have hostile intentions in the South China Sea? As I shall discuss, all these questions can be answered with both a yes and a no. It is important that we understand in what sense both these answers are possible at the same time.

However, the fact that the rise of China has severely impacted the United States is not subject to that same relativity. For sure, the rise of China has hit us like a tsunami.

But heres the emphatic point I will make: Chinas rise was not a Bond villain plot nor a capitalist betrayal of the working class. It was a historic, once-in-a-millennium disruptive occurrence, when one billion people suddenly joined the global marketplace. That is one-fifth of humanity who, in 1978, had been totally absent from that marketplace but who, in the span of twenty years, joined it more or less all at once.

Of course it was disruptive. How could it not be? It threw everything out of balance: capital, labor, trade, and our politics. But it was a disruption that was going to roll over us no matter what. China has always been a huge civilizational power. Its absence from that role over the last 150 years has been a strange historical anomaly. Like the railroad, like the internet, like AI today, there is no stopping that tsunami from rolling in. And like the railroad, like the internet, and like AI, trying to contain it, trying to reverse it, trying to cut it out of our lives is like trying to flatten that incoming tsunami with a wave of your hand. You just cant.

As I shall argue, Chinas rise was no ones genius, and neither was it anyones fault. It was no ones explicit political intention, nor was it someones economic misstep. It was something closer to physics, the weather, the simple tectonic movement of plates in the world of our geopolitics. All anyone could do was go where the winds and the waves were going to take them.

Some, like me, were on the right island at the right time and were able to ride it well; some, like my relatives in Ohio, very nearly drowned. Neither of us intended nor wished for any of that to happen. It just happened. And now that it has happened, its not going to un-happen. There is only looking forward, rebuilding what is in our control to rebuild, and finding a way to make it work.

I am not a spokesperson for China, nor am I trying to be. I have lots of little p problems with China. I am not choosing China over my own country, even though I have many little p problems with the US. Truth be told, I want nothing more than for the US to maintain its (more or less) peaceful hegemony, that Pax Americana, that the country (and the world) has enjoyed since the end of World War II.

But like it or not, Pax Americana will also have to sit next to a Pax Sinica. Whether those two global orders integrate around their fringes and find a constructive way to do business or whether their borders are rimmed with outward-facing guns depends on the moves we make collectively in the near term.

To maintain the USs global strength and relevance and to engage China constructively, we must know a little something about the place we are confronting. Far too often, we are letting fringe political commentators, social media memes, and the blatantly uninformed frame the narrative for us. Our response to China will fail if we allow the nation to be framed as some monolithic abstraction, as an angry-face-emojied political meme, or as an Evil Empire. We need to remember that it is a living, breathing nation populated by 1.4 billion souls containing enormous diversity: ethnically, commercially, politically, ideologically.

Im going to take a crack at showing you that living nation and the faces of its traders. First, I will examine a bit of USChina history and how each nation sees the other; then, I will analyze some of the winners and losers of our trade relationship; and then I will close by offering suggestions for how we best move forward together as the two largest economies on the planet.

My perspective will be different from most. In a time when readers and pundits will want to take sides in left/right, socialist/nationalist, or traitor/patriot, Im going to take a middle path that tries to bring thoughtful, honest analysis to the full complexity of trade between these two global superpowers. Having a foot in both worlds is my natural stance. I am a third-culture kid, a global nomad, and my experiential reality is inhabiting that middle space in between. While that middle space may seem odd, even suspect, I believe I have been put here for a reason.

I get that you may not want to hear from a China heel. But I hope 125 years of my familys history in China, along with my own thirty years of heavily toiled China-handedness, will earn me at least your willingness to read a bit further and to consider, perhaps, a different perspective.




PART I

IS CHINA AN EVIL EMPIRE?
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CHAPTER 1

THE CHINA AMERICA WANTED BUT DIDNT GET

This is a book about US outsourcing. About tariffs, factories, container ships, and policy acronyms. But we cant start there. Because when it comes to the USChina relationship, trade is only one small partthe receipt, if you willof an interaction that has spanned centuries.

If you read past the receipt, you realize that the history of that relationship is less about direct experience and more about storytelling. In other words, the US and China have rarely known one anothernot in any sustained, intimate senseand so what both sides possess are layers upon layers of delusions about the other. For most Americans, their relationship with China is not with China itself but with a story someone elsepoliticians, missionaries, journalistshas told them about China.

And stories, unlike receipts, dont add up neatly. They proliferate devoid of detail. They linger on vague emotions. They get passed down like folklorelike that childs game of telephoneand provide little help in conveying facts about the other side. As a result, when Americans talk about China, they are often, usually unconsciously, parroting other peoples narratives. The actual lived reality of 1.4 billion people fades into nothingness, replaced by these incomplete narrativesrumors, sermons, think pieces, dinner table warningsthat may feel like truth only because they have been recirculated so many times.

Unfortunately, they are utterly unhelpful.

THE ABSENCE OF CONTACT

We like to think that US economic policies are clean, dispassionate, nation-blind, science-based decisions. But they are not. They are riddled with preferences, prejudices, and preconditions. And, for some reason, as I have come to experience it, the USChina trade relationship is particularly fraught with those prejudices: uniquely susceptible to overreaction, backlash, and confrontation. This is in contrast to our trade with, say, Japan, Thailand, or Indiacultures equally distinct from ours but that manage to find a more dispassionate footing.

The reason for this is simple: While our trade with China is vast$690 billion in goods exchanged in 20222it is handled almost exclusively through a relatively small number of intermediaries. Trading houses in Hong Kong, Western-educated factory owners in Taiwan, English-speaking investors in Southeast Asia, and, yes, a few former missionary kids like me. If your house is filled with goods made in China, chances are that you did not buy them at a market stall, haggling with a man from Shanghai, both of you testing the boundaries of price and trust, both of you having to reckon with the real human being in front of you. Noyour toaster or lamp or pair of sneakers arrived shrink-wrapped on a Costco or Walmart shelf or by magic with a click of a computer mouse. Its price tag was not established by a conversation but by a contract handled three continents away.

Similarly, Chinese manufacturers sell to America without ever really knowing Americans. They negotiate with buyers in San Francisco, shipping brokers in Singapore, or sourcing agents in Shenzhen. They know the product specifications and the delivery schedules but not the people who will end up with the product in their homes. Thats how our trade unfolds: Chinese sellers not knowing their ultimate buyer; American consumers buying from China without ever having to hear a word of Mandarin, to shake a hand calloused from factory work, or to see the face of the woman who stitched their jean jacket together.

In this way, our geopolitical relationship is devoid of any substance. We are bound by trade but without the intimacy of trade. By contrast, if you buy cheese from France, you might imagine the cow in Normandy, the village creamery, the Frenchman with an accent. If you buy olive oil from Italy, you picture the hillside groves and the village cafe. But with China, the images are blank: an anonymous factory, a faceless state, a label on a toy. This absence of direct contact leaves a vacuum, and vacuums do not remain empty for long. Into that space rush the tabloid storytelling, the prejudices, the narratives we inherit. You know, kung fu Orientalism, the communist monolith, the economic cheat.

For most Americans, China is a fictitious projection. And for most Chinese, America is just as much a fictitious projection. Our trading relationship is characterized by dueling ghoulish emanationsan MMA match of body-slamming ghosts.

It is an awful way to trade.

TODAYS PROJECTED WINNER

And from this fog of projections, in the US, one storyline has muscled its way to the front. It drowns out the others because it is simple, emotional, and easy to chant on the campaign trail. It has the most airtime, the most moral punch, the most policy traction.

The current champion is this: China is an Evil Empire.

You might ask, Does anyone actually believe that? The answer is an emphatic yesand not just a few people. The phrase itself is borrowed from Ronald Reagans famous branding of the Soviet Union. Today, it has been revivedsometimes explicitly, sometimes in spiritto describe China. Former Vice President Mike Pence warned in a 2023 Hudson Institute speech that China may not yet be an evil empirebut it is working hard to become one.3 The words are carefully hedged, but the moral framing is unmistakable: China is marching us all into the abyss.

Others dispense with the hedging. Speaking at a different Hudson Institute event, during a discussion titled Seven Things You Cant Say About China, Senator Tom Cotton opened by bluntly saying, China is an evil empire.4 For him, it is neither a trajectory nor a risk but a settled fact. The Family Research Council wrote in late 2021, China is now perhaps the main focus of evil in the modern world.  We must now face down this threat and make sure that  we confront Beijings evil and  see an end to yet another evil empire.5 These are not fringe voices. These are voices from the mainstream of conservatism.

BEYOND THE RIGHT

Concern about China framed in moral or civilizational terms is by no means limited to conservatives. On the left, Senator Sherrod Brown championed legislation blocking Chinese solar panel makers from receiving US tax credits, arguing that We cannot allow American tax dollars to go to Chinese companies that cheat and undermine American solar manufacturing.6 The cheating to which he refers is Chinese state subsidies that support the nations solar manufacturers.

But if subsidies alone make a country a cheater, then Germany must also be considered a cheater. In the 2000s, Germany became the undisputed global leader in solar manufacturing and installation, accounting for more than half of the worlds installed solar capacity by 2010.7 This dominance wasnt the product of laissez-faire competition. It was built on massive state subsidies through the Renewable Energy Sources Act, which guaranteed above-market feed-in tariffs for solar powerrates that reached 0.574 per kWh in 2004, nearly ten times the wholesale electricity price.8 German firms such as Qcells and SolarWorld thrived in that environment, also supported by regional development grants and EU-backed financing totaling over 100 billion by 2015.9

Of course, Chinas solar subsidies have since dwarfed anything Germany attemptedChinese government support reached an estimated $47 billion in 2022 alone.10 And Chinas authoritarian style of governance adds complexity to its subsidies that may not exist with Germany. But that doesnt erase the fact that Germanys support was, for its time, extraordinary. Nor is Germany unique. The US oil and gas industry has enjoyed tax breaks, favorable leasing terms, and direct subsidies worth an estimated $20 billion annually over the past decade.11 If every subsidy is cheating, then Americas fossil fuel industry has been gaming the system longer than anyone. But we do not call Germany, and certainly not ourselves, cheaters.

Senator Elizabeth Warren has issued a warning about the Chinese Communist Partys (CCP) attempts to shape American industries through money and lobbying, raising alarms about the CCPs undue influence over US institutions.12 Whats notable is how singularly this charge is leveled against China. After all, the United Kingdom has long invested heavily in cultural diplomacy through institutions such as the British Council, spending 1.2 billion globally in 20222023,13 and by funding chairs in British studies at American universities. No one accuses them of undermining US sovereignty despite the US having fought two wars with them. Likewise, France openly promotes its language and worldview through the Alliance Francaise network and subsidizes French film festivals across the United States. In none of these other cases do we brand the efforts as undue influence. But, for some reason, when the solar subsidy comes from China or when the Confucius Institute is funded by China, everything is different.

It becomes evil.

NAMING THE GHOSTS

China is not an Evil Empire. It is large and influentialyes. Home to 1.4 billion people, the worlds second-largest economy ($17.7 trillion GDP in 2023),14 and a nuclear power with growing global reach. China is also diverse and far from monolithic: fifty-six recognized ethnic groups, vast regional differences in wealth and culture, and a population that includes everyone from tech entrepreneurs in Shenzhen to yak herders in Gansu. To frame China as an Evil Empire does nothing to help us understand how to work with one-fifth of humanity. What it reveals instead are the projections weve placed on it
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