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            Prologue
“The World Has Fallen Apart.”

         
         Southern California appeared to be under siege from a blockade.

         
         More than fifty enormous vessels bobbed in the frigid waters of the Pacific Ocean, marooned off the twin ports of Los Angeles
            and Long Beach. As days stretched into weeks, they waited their turn to pull up to the docks and disgorge their cargo. Rubberneckers
            flocked to the water’s edge with binoculars, trying in vain to count the ships that stretched to the inky horizon.
         

         
         This was no act of war. Rather, this was what it looked like when the global economy came shuddering to a halt.

         
         It was October 2021, and the planet was seized by the worst pandemic in a century. International commerce was rife with bewildering
            dysfunction. Basic geography itself seemed reconfigured, as if the oceans had stretched wider, adding to the distance separating
            the factories of China from the superstores of the United States.
         

         
         Given the scale of container ships—the largest were longer than four times the height of the Statue of Liberty—any single vessel held at anchor indicated that an enormous volume of orders was not reaching its intended destination. The decks of the hulking ships were stacked to the skies with containers loaded with seemingly every conceivable component of contemporary life—clothing, electronics, auto parts, furniture, refrigerated fruits, toys, medical equipment, bottled beverages, and drums full of chemicals used to concoct other products, from paint to pharmaceuticals. 

         
         Among the ships held in the queue was the CSCL Spring, a Hong Kong–flagged vessel that was carrying a whopping 138 containers1 from Yihai Kerry International, a major Chinese agricultural conglomerate. Together, they held 7.3 million pounds of canola
            meal pellets—enough animal feed to sustain twenty thousand cows for a week. This was exacerbating shortages of feed afflicting
            American livestock producers.
         

         
         Five ships in this waylaid flotilla were collectively hauling 13 million pounds2 of Fiji bottled water. More than 17 million pounds3 of Heineken beer was held up. The Singapore-flagged Wan Hai 625 was carrying almost 3 million pounds of polyethylene terephthalate resin, a key element for manufacturing synthetic fabrics
            and plastic bottles used to package soft drinks—another commodity in short supply. The same ship held 5.2 million pounds of
            solar panels and 1.6 million pounds of material for chain-link fencing. The Cyprus-flagged Hyundai Hongkong, just in from the South Korean port of Busan, held 64,511 pounds of vehicle carpet fabric that was destined for Tesla vehicles
            along with 28,723 pounds of cornhole game equipment.
         

         
         By one estimate, the ships waiting off Southern California’s two largest ports were collectively loaded with more than $25
            billion worth of goods4. And this was a mere fraction of the wares stranded by a global breakdown that had reached staggering proportions. Nearly
            13 percent5 of the world’s container shipping fleet was floating off ports from China to North America to Europe. Upward of $1 trillion
            worth of product was caught in the congestion.
         

         
         All of this stuff was supposed to be somewhere else.

         
         But the docks were overwhelmed by an unprecedented influx of containers as Americans stuck in quarantine outfitted themselves for the apocalypse, filling their basements with exercise bikes, their bedrooms with office furniture, and their kitchens with baking equipment. Most of these goods were manufactured in Asia. The trucking industry complained that it could not hire enough drivers to move this tsunami of product. Warehouses were stuffed to the rafters and short of workers. The railroads—hollowed out by years of corporate cost cutting—were buckling in the face of a surge of demand. 

         
         So tens of thousands of containers sat stacked at the ports, waiting for someone to haul them to their next destination. Out
            on the water, miles from shore, ships lay at anchor, their listless crews wondering when they would next encounter land.
         

         
         Here was the central explanation for why Americans suddenly found themselves unable to buy everything from medical devices
            and hand sanitizer to toothpaste and smartphones. The scene off Southern California was the reason that carpenters could not
            find wood, why families painting homes were settling for whatever color was available, and why hospitals were substituting
            subpar medicines for the ones they could not procure.
         

         
         For decades, the world had seemed compressed and tamed, the continents bridged by container ships, internet links, and exuberant
            faith in globalization. Now, the earth again felt vast and full of mystery.
         

         
          

         In the center of the pileup off Long Beach lay the Maersk Emden, a Danish-flagged container ship that stretched 1,200 feet long6 and 158 feet wide, making it more than five times the size of New York’s Grand Central Station. Freshly arrived from the
            Chinese port of Ningbo, it was carrying roughly twelve thousand containers7.
         

         
         That haul included 474 containers for LG8, the South Korean home appliance brand, and 74 boxes full of Nike products. Mattel and Hasbro, two giant toy companies, were
            collectively waiting for 160 boxes aboard the Emden. And just as the weather was turning cold in North America, 48 containers shipped by Burlington Coat Factory were stranded
            atop the ship.
         

         
         Hagan Walker had only one box on board the Maersk Emden, a forty-foot container logged in the shipping manifest as MSMU8771295. But it held the most important order in the brief
            history of his start-up.
         

         
         Walker’s company, Glo, was based in a small town in Mississippi. It made plastic novelty cubes that lit up when plunked in
            water. He had recently secured a breakthrough deal—a contract to make bath toys for Sesame Street, including a figurine version of the iconic Elmo. He had planned to debut them during the pivotal holiday season, now only
            two months away.
         

         
         Like millions of companies, Walker’s operation depended on two key elements: factories in China to make its products, and
            gigantic container ships to carry them to American shores. For decades, this had proven a cheap and reliable way to do business,
            the means by which major brands and niche players alike had kept the world’s largest economy stocked with everything from
            oven cleaner to aircraft parts.
         

         
         But that equation was unraveling.

         
         Walker’s year had been dominated by logistical torment. Chinese factories were short of workers and raw materials, yielding
            alarming delays. The shipping industry was deluged. Trying to book cargo space on a container had become next to impossible.
            The cost of transporting goods across the Pacific had multiplied tenfold.
         

         
         In the middle of it all, on March 23, 2021, like a farce engineered by the heavens, a behemoth container ship had gotten lodged
            inside the Suez Canal in Egypt. Traffic through the canal came to a stop, halting a huge volume of goods moving from Asia
            to Europe. For months afterward, factories around the globe waited for shipments of parts and raw materials, impeding their
            production and threatening the livelihoods of their workers.
         

         
         Walker had managed to navigate this shifting assortment of threats. Yet now, in the fall of 2021, he found himself confronting
            the most frustrating ordeal yet—the mother of all traffic jams off the coast of Southern California.
         

         
         As the calendar continued its relentless march toward the holiday season, Walker’s Elmo dolls were floating out on the water, castaways during what I had come to call the Great Supply Chain Disruption. 

         
         For society as a whole, the stakes were considerably greater than whether a collection of light-up Sesame Street toys made it to their final destinations in time for Christmas. Still, Walker’s container was an ideal object to follow—as
            we will do in the course of this book—because its passage traced the voyage of countless other loads of cargo traversing the
            Pacific and the American continent. Its odyssey, at once commonplace and astounding, afforded an ideal vantage point on the
            breadth of the troubles assailing the global supply chain. The journey of that single box revealed how and why trillions of
            dollars’ worth of goods, some critical to saving lives, effectively went missing in the midst of a public health catastrophe.
         

         
          

         By the time the Maersk Emden joined the floating queue off Long Beach bearing Walker’s shipment, people from Europe to Africa to North and South America
            had endured a terrifying scarcity of personal protective gear like face masks and medical gowns. This had forced frontline
            medical workers to attend to patients stricken with COVID-19 absent adequate protection.
         

         
         Society had experienced the disappearance of toilet paper from store shelves around the globe amid panicked hoarding. Women’s
            sanitary products had become difficult to find, along with medicines like antibiotics and even aspirin. Meat display cases
            at supermarkets sat empty. For a time, Grape Nuts, the popular breakfast cereal, all but vanished, along with tapioca beads
            used to make boba tea.
         

         
         Factories in Asia that manufactured computer chips could not keep pace with a dramatic increase in demand, an emergency in an age in which chips had become the brains for all manner of devices. Auto factories from Japan to the United States to Brazil halted production, citing a lack of chips. American car dealers typically held two to three times as many vehicles as they sold in a month. By the end of 2021, their inventory had plunged to a record low9—less than half their volume of sales. And as new cars became scarce, even used vehicles saw their prices explode.
         

         
         Medical device manufacturers embarked on a largely futile campaign to shame chip companies into prioritizing their orders
            over those from smartphone companies like Apple and Google. Major electronics companies began covertly buying old toys and
            video gaming consoles, breaking apart ancient PlayStations and Barbie accessories to harvest the chips within.
         

         
         Even supplies of baby formula were exhausted, plunging millions of American families into a state of desperation.

         
         For ordinary people who had never previously had reason to contemplate the intricacies of the global supply chain, all of
            this was cosmically disconcerting. The shortages of goods conveyed a gut-level affirmation that contemporary life itself had
            gone haywire, exposing a dark and unsettling truth: no one was in control.
         

         
         In wealthy countries, contemporary society had been steeped in the idea that the internet had transcended the traditional
            constraints of time and space. You could go online at any hour, on any day, no matter the weather, click here, and then wait
            for the truck to arrive bearing your order.
         

         
         In a world full of grave uncertainty, here was a sure thing.

         
         The supply chain was not just the circulatory system for goods, but also the source of a deep-seated sense of authority over
            human circumstance, and a rare unifying aspect of modern existence. In a time of flagging faith in government, skepticism
            about the media, and suspicion of corporate motives, everyone could at least believe in the unseen forces that brought the
            UPS guy to their door. The links connecting farms, factories, and distribution centers to households and businesses had seemed
            inviolate.
         

         
         We had no illusions about the moral sanctity of the bargain. Most of us understood that the businesses that dominated the supply chain were making the economy more unequal, enriching executives who frequently abused the rank and file, poisoning our democracies and sowing toxicity in our political discourse, to say nothing of the natural environment. To the extent to which we thought about it, we generally recognized that our mode of consumerism was threatening humanity with extinction via climate change, while exploiting labor from South Asia to Latin America. 

         
         We grasped that Amazon was run by a bazillionaire, Jeff Bezos, whose fortune was so vast that he could blast himself into
            space even as he failed to provide his warehouse workers with face masks in the midst of a deadly pandemic. But we also understood
            what we were buying: certainty and security, the comfort of not having to worry about running out of whatever we needed. In
            exchange for our tacit assent in the often-unsavory terms of global capitalism, we gained convenience and reliability to a
            degree that was unimaginable mere decades ago.
         

         
         Which meant that the breakdown in the system was bigger than the delays and the shortages of goods. It forced us to contemplate
            the possibility that everything was spinning out of control, and at the worst possible moment.
         

         
         As the supply chain began fraying, urban reality from Minneapolis to Milan was dominated by the ceaseless wailing of ambulances
            hauling those stricken with COVID-19 to hospitals, where people were dying on gurneys stashed in corridors, the rooms overflowing,
            the supply of ventilators exhausted. From San Francisco to Stockholm, people were taking their last breaths alone in nursing
            homes, without saying goodbye to their children and grandchildren. Every day brought grim reports of a rising tide of death
            that eventually took the lives of nearly 7 million people worldwide.
         

         
         People were succumbing to existential dread that was testing faith in everything, from the wisdom of public health authorities to the enduring strength of their marriages. The supply chain failures added to the emotional strains of life under lockdown—the terror, the claustrophobia, the tedium. Denied access to supermarkets and restaurants, unable to send our children to school or interact with our friends, consumed with fear for ourselves and our loved ones, we were more dependent than ever on the delivery system for goods. 

         
         When even that failed, the emotional consequences cut deep.

         
         My own family was based in London during the first two years of the pandemic, and well aware of our relative privilege amid
            the deprivations of lockdown. My wife, Deanna, and I were both able to work from home. We had outdoor space for our two older
            children, and ample internet bandwidth to accommodate their suddenly remote education. We had space to stockpile popcorn,
            toys, and jigsaw puzzles—anything that might provide a momentary diversion from the stress and angst. Still, we were consumed
            by a looming event of seismic proportions for our household: eight years after the extremely premature birth of our daughter,
            Deanna was due to give birth to our third child in early April 2020.
         

         
         I watched my wife remain stoic as one plan after another succumbed to the wrenching realities of the pandemic. Her parents
            could not fly in to help with the baby, and no friends could stay with our older children during the birth. The peaceful parental
            leave we had envisioned devolved into conditions that felt like wartime. I watched her deliver our baby—a healthy, perfect
            boy—knowing that I would be forced to leave her side within minutes of meeting him, that our older children, who had for years
            begged for another sibling, would not be allowed to visit him in the hospital.
         

         
         I watched Deanna accept the fact that our son’s very existence could not be verified by any birth certificate, because government
            offices were closed. When the hospital discharged her within a day and a half after a medically necessary C-section, I helped
            her climb the staircase to our bedroom, enraptured, with the baby in her arms. I watched her nurse him, recording his feeding
            times, diaper output, and weight with the understanding that no pediatrician would be able to evaluate him in person.
         

         
         Then Deanna tried and failed to order toilet paper, which I had resisted panic-buying. She tried to order hand sanitizer, then resourcefully sought to make it herself, only to discover that the key ingredients—rubbing alcohol and aloe gel—were out of stock everywhere. She tried to order disinfectant wipes and N-95 masks. She tried to order backup baby formula. It was only when she found herself unable to summon these necessities to our doorstep that I finally saw her break down. 

         
         Rationally, Deanna knew that our lives were not in imminent danger, that we were still among the most fortunate people on
            the planet. Yet on an emotional and practical level, life as we knew it had ended.
         

         
         “All we thought to wish for was a healthy baby,” she told me. “And now he’s here, but the world has fallen apart.”

         
         Something foundational had indeed broken. A basic mechanism of contemporary life was suddenly inoperative, yielding the stupefying
            impossibility of buying simple things that had previously been everywhere.
         

         
         What on earth was going on?

         
         The answer, as I’ve come to understand it, was nothing less than the breakdown of globalization.

         
          

         Over recent decades, multinational companies from North America to Europe to Japan had placed their fate in a ruthless sort
            of efficiency. They had steadily entrusted production to factories around the globe, and especially plants in China, chasing
            lower costs and fatter profits.
         

         
         And they had behaved as if this strategy was devoid of risk, as if China’s industrial parks might as well have been extensions
            of Ohio and Bavaria, because low-cost shipping was assumed to be an immutable reality. They either did not know or did not
            care that the shipping industry was basically a cartel, operating largely beyond the oversight of any government watchdog.
         

         
         Once their products reached American shores, companies relied on transportation networks that depended on millions of workers who submitted to dangerous, lonely, and soul-crushing jobs, even as their pay and working conditions were downgraded to free up cash for shareholders. In constructing a supply chain governed by the relentless pursuit of efficiency, trucking and railroad businesses treated their workers as if their own time was both limitless and without value, deserving of no compensation for hours stuck waiting for the next load. 

         
         In a quarter century of writing about economics from Asia to Europe to North America, I’ve frequently been exposed to a conventional
            narrative in which the supply chain is typically discussed as separate from the rest of commercial existence—a distinct network
            of connection points linking factories to customers, spanning ships and trucks and warehouses. This is wrong. What we refer
            to as the supply chain is inextricable from the broader economy. How it operates—who gets paid, who bears risk, who is allowed
            to work at home during a pandemic, and who must stand in harm’s way—reflects the same power dynamics and values that shape
            the rest of life.
         

         
         From the railroads to trucking firms to warehouses, major companies had long treated their workers like costs to be contained
            rather than human beings with families, medical challenges, and other demands. Employers assumed that they did not have to
            worry about running out of laborers, even as they engaged in wanton exploitation. Unions were weak and working-class people
            were desperate for a paycheck—so much so that adequate numbers could presumably be counted on to submit to the grueling undertaking
            of delivering freight, processing meat, and other brutal yet critical functions of the supply chain.
         

         
         At the same time, decades of zealous reverence for deregulation as the solution to nearly every problem served to cede economic fate to a handful of monopolistic companies that dominated key industries, from the railroads to meatpacking. Here was the outgrowth of a fundamental alteration of American capitalism over the last half century, the elevation of shareholder interests to primacy, the triumph of financial considerations over all others. The executives running corporations that controlled critical swaths of the economy—manufacturing, transportation, food processing—answered not to their customers or local communities but to distant yet omnipotent bosses: the money managers of Wall Street. They had cut capacity as a way to limit supply and boost the prices for their products and services. That had left markets prone to disarray and shortages whenever trouble arrived. 

         
         In Washington, both major political parties had long placed faith in the fantastical notion that gigantic companies left to
            seize commanding holds over their markets would yield greater efficiency—a concept that took on cultish currency. Far from
            happenstance, this represented a triumph of corporate lobbyists deployed over decades. Successive presidential administrations
            and Congress dismissed decades of lessons about the perils of unchecked monopoly power, deactivating basic antitrust law.
            They bought into the idea—or at least the accompanying campaign contributions—that scale secured through mergers was the best
            way to supply consumers with abundant choices and lower prices.
         

         
         The pandemic exposed the dangers of all of these assumptions.

         
         It laid bare the consequences of relying on faraway factories and container ships to keep humanity supplied with goods.

         
         It exposed as reckless the world’s heavy dependence on a single country—China—for critical products like protective gear and
            medicine, and especially as Washington and Beijing were locked in a trade war.
         

         
         It revealed the risks of leaning on transportation systems staffed by people whose wages and working conditions had been decimated
            by cost cutting, leaving companies wide open to revolt.
         

         
         And it demonstrated the pitfalls of handing responsibility to monopolists for the supply of meat, baby formula, and other basic fortifications—a recipe for skyrocketing prices and empty shelves. Unregulated behemoths left to dominate markets in the name of efficiency turned out to yield results that were efficient only on Wall Street. 

         
         The United States, the world’s most powerful country, had successfully mobilized to defeat the Nazis, put humans on the moon,
            and catalyze the computer age. Yet, in the face of a lethal pandemic, it could not make or secure enough face masks to outfit
            medical workers. It was unable to build enough ventilators to allow its most vulnerable citizens to count on their next breaths.
            And it could not secure adequate stocks of basic medicines. Here was a repudiation of the cult of efficiency that had long
            ruled American business.
         

         
         Still, if COVID-19 produced the shock that was the most immediate cause of this pronounced supply chain distress, it merely
            unmasked vulnerabilities that had been there all along, mounting over decades.
         

         
         Trucking had long depended on a steady stream of recruits to compensate for the fact that it was a horrifying way to make
            a living, one subject to the predatory financial shenanigans of employers. American railroads had frequently been looted by
            their investors and run less as transportation systems than as wellsprings of dividends—a story that went back to the Robber
            Barons of the nineteenth century. From meatpacking plants to warehouses, the people producing goods and delivering them to
            our homes had long been forced to choose between their lives and their livelihoods.
         

         
         The pandemic did not create this situation, but it brought the consequences into stark relief.

         
         And the broad chaos in the global supply chain helped deliver another economic affliction: inflation.

         
         By early 2022, in the name of snuffing out price increases, central banks around the world would begin lifting interest rates. This would foist higher borrowing costs on homeowners and credit card holders. It would threaten ordinary workers with joblessness while depressing stock prices. Though economists debated the causes of inflation, part of the blame clearly fell on the reality that astonishing quantities of goods were stuck floating off ports. Distress was rippling around the globe, and ordinary people were paying the mounting costs. 

         
          

         By early 2023, the worst disruptions of the pandemic years had subsided. The floating traffic jams had all but disappeared,
            shipping rates had plunged, and product shortages had eased. Yet the same foundational perils remained, awaiting an inevitable
            future disturbance.
         

         
         The global economy has entered a new era of enduring volatility. As climate change alters the natural realm, the global supply
            chain will be subject to new rules and constant reassessment of risks. Russia’s assault on Ukraine has enhanced the prospect
            of the world splintering into rival camps, complicating the geography of international trade. China and the United States
            appear locked in a cold war whose consequences are playing out around the globe, reshaping alliances, trade pacts, and fundamental
            understandings about the nature of international engagement.
         

         
         These are monumental variables. We do not know when the next shock will arrive or where it will occur, but we can be certain
            that such a moment is coming.
         

         
         To meet the challenge of the next disturbance, we need to grapple with how we got here. We need to understand how the supply
            chain became so complex, extended, and centered on a single country. And we must reconfigure the supply chain to safeguard
            society through greater resilience.
         

         
         The executives of publicly traded corporations and their hired enablers in the political sphere have played make-believe with the world economy. They have disregarded the enormity of the globe while willfully ignoring the dangers of a supply chain dependent on desperate workers and greedy monopolists. They have done so repeatedly, forsaking the lessons of previous disasters, because this has enriched investors while undermining the interests of everyone else—from workers to consumers to medical patients. 

         
         The globalization to which we have become accustomed was propelled by an especially intoxicating form of efficiency, a concept
            known as Just in Time, or lean manufacturing. Under that banner, multinational companies have skimped on the costs of stashing backup parts and products in warehouses.
            Instead, they have depended on the Web and container ships to summon what they need in real time.
         

         
         Companies adopted this mode because spending less on warehouses freed up cash that they could lavish on shareholders. They
            went too far, damaging the vibrancy of the supply chain in exchange for the immediate gratification of investors.
         

         
         The shortages of the pandemic have prompted some companies to recalibrate, building up inventories as they pivot from Just
            in Time to Just in Case.
         

         
         As the United States and China treat one another like rival powers, multinational companies have shifted some factory production
            to other countries like Vietnam. American businesses are setting up factories in Mexico and Central America to retain low-cost
            manufacturing without having to contend with the vagaries of the Pacific Ocean. And some companies are embracing so-called
            reshoring, bringing factory production back to the United States.
         

         
         All of these objectives are being accelerated by deepening concern over the increasingly palpable manifestations of climate
            change. As companies consider their carbon footprints—prodded by activists and the omnipresent possibility of losing public
            favor—they are inclined to manufacture their goods closer to their customers.
         

         
         At investor gatherings and think-tank conferences, executives now pledge fealty to resilience and sustainability in the same
            way they used to celebrate efficiency. Yet the traditional underpinnings of the supply chain remain. Once the current crisis
            recedes, the old incentives are likely to reemerge.
         

         
         Same as ever, an executive who cuts costs by moving production to a low-wage factory is likely to cash a bonus check. The same corporate chieftain who delivers on the rhetoric about resilience, spending money on warehouses instead of dividends, risks losing access to the corporate jet. 

         
         Which means the rest of us remain vulnerable to the impacts of the next reverberation.

         
          

         This book unfolds in three parts. In part one, we will follow Hagan Walker’s order from the Chinese factory that produced
            it to the port of Long Beach, California. Along the way, we will examine how China rose to become the center of global manufacturing.
            We will explore how multinational corporations employed a cynical narrative in adding China to the ranks of the World Trade
            Organization, casting this as a boon for freedom. And we will probe the key elements that shaped the era of China-centric
            globalization—the advent of container shipping and the embrace of Just in Time. We will examine how business consultants took
            a sensible idea and turned it into a crude imperative to slash inventory, setting the world up for crisis. We will explore
            the legacy of Henry Ford, a supply chain pioneer who feared this very disaster.
         

         
         In part two, we will trace the next leg of the journey of Walker’s container, from Southern California across the American
            continent to Mississippi. En route, we will probe the workings of every industry involved in its passage, from shipping and
            trucking to rail, while paying special attention to the fragility delivered by headlong deregulation. Through the experiences
            of slaughterhouse workers and cattle ranchers, we will explore how monopolists have engineered scarcity to boost their prices
            while profiting off calamity.
         

         
         Part three takes the crisis as an opportunity to reinvent the supply chain. We will follow Walker in pursuit of an alternative to Chinese factories, and then examine the promise of reshoring—bringing production back to home markets. Finally, we will explore the growing importance of regional approaches to manufacturing, examining the investment flowing into Mexico from companies seeking closer access to American consumers. 

         
         At the end of our harrowing journey lies one singular truth: humanity has come to depend on a disorganized and rickety global
            supply chain for access to the products of our age, from lifesaving drugs and computer chips to toys and games. The system
            relies on myriad forms of labor exploitation, which has made it perpetually vulnerable to breakdown. And it has been constructed
            as a means of rewarding the investor class, often at the expense of reliability.
         

         
         The Great Supply Chain Disruption is not some curious piece of recent history. It is a preview of the dysfunction that surely
            lies ahead if we fail to get the machine in order.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Part I
The Great Supply Chain Disruption

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1
“Just Get This Made in China.”
The Origins of the Factory Floor to the World

         
         Hagan Walker would have preferred to make his light-up cubes in his own country.

         
         He was a kid from the rural American South who valued family ties. A proud graduate of Mississippi State University, Walker
            had kept his start-up company in his college town of Starkville, population twenty-five thousand, rather than chase the allure
            of the usual places for a gifted engineering graduate—Silicon Valley, Austin, New York.
         

         
         He did not indulge the vernacular of the technology crowd, with their “stakeholder solutions,” “giving back,” and other terms
            that depicted their businesses as messianic missions. But he was rooted in Mississippi, a state that needed jobs more than
            most others. He felt like he was part of something bigger in staying close to home and running a business that was providing
            twenty-seven local paychecks.
         

         
         Even so, the same forces that had already led millions of other American businesses across the Pacific eventually carried Walker there, too. In the early years of the twenty-first century, in the age of the container ship and the internet, China was typically the obvious place to make nearly everything. 

         
         It was not simply that factories in China offered the lowest prices, though this was frequently true. It was that all the
            components and raw materials were available in abundance, along with manufacturing know-how.
         

         
         Over decades, the spread of production to China had catalyzed investment into the attendant industries—chemicals, plastics,
            glassmaking, rubber processing, and the smelting of every conceivable type of metal. Ports, logistics companies, and shipping
            agents could deliver finished products wherever container vessels docked. Vast digital marketplaces connected companies around
            the globe with local factories. You could send over plans and specifications for a product and quickly receive back a sample.
            You could fine-tune the process with an exchange of emails or texts, then wire over some money, and soon unload a container
            full of finished goods.
         

         
         By contrast, the United States increasingly felt like a place where making physical things was a forgotten art.

         
         In going to China, Walker had followed the path of least resistance.

         
          

         A tinkerer by nature, Walker had mastered a power screwdriver when he was only three, a fact that became evident to his parents
            when they discovered he had used it to remove the deadbolt from their front door.
         

         
         As a high school student, he launched a computer repair business, earning enough to invest in mutual funds whose winnings
            provided the seed capital for Glo, the company he started in 2016, just after graduating from college.
         

         
         His initial idea for the business centered on a novelty item that could punctuate cocktails: lumps of plastic shaped like ice cubes that lit up when inserted into water. They would help bartenders recognize when customers were ready for a refill—when the light turned off. 

         
         He and an early-stage partner pitched the idea for the cubes to a campus entrepreneurship center, securing a $1,000 grant
            that they used to buy a 3D printer. In Walker’s senior year, he and his partner won an Entrepreneur Week competition, netting
            another $15,000 that they used to launch the business, purchasing injection molds and tooling—the gear needed to make the
            cubes.
         

         
         Walker gained a coveted internship at Tesla and spent the summer of 2015 in California. He was offered the chance to stay
            on via a full-time job that would have paid him $130,000 a year when he was only twenty-four. But he was captivated by the
            prospect of running his own company. So he returned to Mississippi to start Glo.
         

         
         He moved the company into a grand old movie theater just off Main Street that had been abandoned for decades. Next to the
            front door, he installed an old Coca-Cola vending machine—classic glass bottles and all—a marker of retro-reverence in a town
            whose forsaken brick warehouses were being revived as gastropubs and coffee shops. His employees brought their children and
            dogs to work.
         

         
         Walker sold his first products to local bars. Then, he heard via Facebook from an unexpected customer, the mother of a four-year-old
            boy who was autistic. Bath time had been a perpetual nightmare. Her son suffered from sensory overload and was terrified by
            the sound of rushing water. When she deposited a Glo cube into the bath, the toy transfixed and soothed him.
         

         
         Walker had by then teamed up with another recent Mississippi State graduate, Anna Barker, who seized on this anecdote as a
            revelation.
         

         
         Barker had grown up in the southern reaches of Mississippi, in a small town short of possibilities and long on dysfunction. A high school teacher had once counseled her to stop wasting time making college plans and take the cheerleading scholarship offered by her local community college. Barker had ignored that advice. Now she recognized an opportunity. The Glo cubes were not just playful knickknacks; they were the potential building blocks for a media business centered on characters she would develop, using them as the basis for a new line of light-up figurines. 

         
         She sketched out conceptions, developing their personalities, accompanying stories, and animated features. The company would
            sell doll versions of her characters, with the cubes forming their glowing midsections. Much as Disney had cultivated an appetite
            for merchandise tied to characters encountered in its cartoons, Glo would sell its cubes as a complement to an imagined world.
         

         
         At a toy industry trade fair in Dallas in October 2019, Barker met with a giant in the realm: Sesame Street. The iconic children’s education program was planning to roll out a new autistic character, Julia. By early the following
            year, Glo had a contract to make not only the Julia figurines but also a version of Elmo.
         

         
         Walker and Barker had secured the most important assignment in the brief history of their company. Now, they had to line up
            a factory that could make tens of thousands of their new Sesame Street characters and ship them to the center of Mississippi. And they had to get these new characters to their warehouse in time
            for the holiday season of 2021.
         

         
         “We hadn’t done something of that magnitude before,” Walker said. “I tell people all the time, ‘Either this company is going
            to go somewhere, or I’m going to be sleeping on your couch.’”
         

         
         When Walker first began manufacturing his Glo cubes, he had tried to rely on American production. One American plant offered
            to make the steel plates used to manufacture the cubes for $18,000—twelve times the going price in China. Another domestic
            supplier offered to make the cubes for a little more than the China price, but it turned out to be farming the work out to
            Chinese factories.
         

         
         “We want to bring jobs back to the United States,” Walker told me when I visited him in Mississippi in January 2022. “But
            most factories say, ‘We can’t do it.’ We’ve lost all that industry since the 1980s. No one is willing to do what we need done.”
         

         
         A factory in Georgia fielded Glo’s requirements for a promotional box that could display the dolls, opening like a children’s
            pop-up book.
         

         
         “Their packaging engineers said, ‘It’s too complex,’” Walker recalled. “‘You should just get this made in China.’”

         
          

         In North America and Europe, the contemporary political discourse tends to describe China less like an enormous country with
            a rich and complex history than a cartoonish villain hell-bent on gobbling up livelihoods and resources. Its very name, China, gets tossed around by politicians and journalists as shorthand for seemingly every conceivable economic affliction, from
            mass unemployment in Rust Belt factory towns to the debt crises ravaging poor countries.
         

         
         The discussion frequently indulges the same racist tropes that have animated Western treatment of China for centuries. In
            the 1870s, mobs of white, working-class Americans violently attacked Chinese laborers who had arrived to take jobs building
            the railroads, depicting them as mortal threats to wages, working conditions, and Christian values. Today, similar conceptions
            of the Yellow Peril are at play in portrayals of Chinese factory workers as robotic tools of a monolithic society intent on
            global domination.
         

         
         Left out of such caricatures is a clear-eyed analysis of who has actually benefited from the interface of Western business
            and Chinese labor.
         

         
         The consistent answer: the international investor class.

         
         The Chinese workers who constructed the railroads in the nineteenth century did not represent an invasion. Rather, they were
            recruited by the industrialists who monopolized the profits of the age. The railroad magnates pressed Chinese workers into
            dangerous jobs at meager pay as a way to press down wages, and precisely so they could keep more of the profits for themselves
            and their financial backers—investors as far away as Europe.
         

         
         In a similar vein, the factories that have exploded across China over the last four decades have frequently been financed by investments delivered by multinational brands. Typically lost in the caustic descriptions of a job-destroying Chinese juggernaut is the reality that these international corporations and their shareholders have pocketed many of the gains. 

         
         In claiming the White House in 2016, Donald Trump indulged his trademark inflammatory rhetoric in advancing the notion that
            China was synonymous with the forces downgrading American living standards.
         

         
         “We can’t continue to allow China1 to rape our country, and that’s what they’re doing,” Trump said at a rally in Indiana that spring. “It’s the greatest theft
            in the history of the world.”
         

         
         That indictment ignored the fact that American companies were eagerly using Chinese factories to make their products, sending
            their stock prices higher, while satisfying consumer demands for low-priced goods—an antidote to the rising cost of living.
            Still, such characterizations resonated, especially in white working-class communities, where a surge of Chinese imports had
            eliminated jobs.
         

         
         Once in office, Trump installed as his chief trade advisor an obscure economist named Peter Navarro, whose primary credential
            appeared to be having authored a hyperbolic book titled Death by China. Together, they marshaled a trade war that featured across-the-board tariffs on Chinese goods, depicting the nation’s exports
            as a threat to national security.
         

         
         But the us-against-them rhetoric elided a crucial detail. It was not China that was ransacking American sustenance. If a crime
            had been committed, it was an inside job. The executives of American corporations had used Chinese factories as a way to avoid
            paying middle-class wages to workers in their own country while hoarding the savings.
         

         
         The enduring appeal of low-wage Chinese laborers to the international investor class was something that China’s own leaders
            understood keenly as they set in motion the process that eventually turned the country into the Factory Floor to the World.
         

         
         Beginning in the 1980s, China’s leaders began courting foreign investment that would advance the nation’s industrial capacity. This would help them rescue the country from its mortifying state of backwardness and isolation, amassing wealth while leaving behind centuries of scarcity and vulnerability. 

         
         Modern Chinese history was the story of one catastrophe after another. An inherently great power that had produced papermaking,
            gunpowder, and the compass had been reduced to pauper status through centuries of colonial degradation, domestic turmoil,
            and extremist social experiments.
         

         
         The British arrived in the nineteenth century, unleashing their gunboats to force a lucrative trade in opium. The Americans,
            the French, the Germans, and the Portuguese all carved out colonial entrepôts. The Japanese descended in the early part of
            the twentieth century, capturing vast swaths of Chinese territory while sowing terror.
         

         
         The Communists took power in 1949, led by Mao Zedong, whose ardor for permanent revolution yielded a litany of calamities.
            The Great Leap Forward of the late 1950s—a preposterous reach for instant industrialization—ended in a famine that killed
            30 million people2. The Cultural Revolution that began the following decade killed as many as 8 million3 more, as Mao exhorted his disciples to attack his rivals.
         

         
         But the late 1970s produced a fresh trajectory under the leadership of Deng Xiaoping, a pragmatist in a regime rife with battles
            over ideological purity. In a bid to spur innovation and growth, he undertook experiments that had once been anathema. No
            longer would the state, under Communist Party domination, set all prices for goods and commodities. A fledgling crop of entrepreneurs
            was permitted to make and sell products for profit.
         

         
         Deng designated four so-called special economic zones in cities in southern China—three of them in Guangdong province, which sat next to Hong Kong. There, he allowed local officials to cultivate ventures with multinational companies and construct infrastructure. Foreign investment4 poured into China, growing from about $5 billion a year in the late 1980s to beyond $30 billion by the middle of the following
            decade.
         

         
         Honda began making motorcycles5 in China. General Motors and Volkswagen set up auto plants. Guangdong province alone saw its exports6 multiply from $2.9 billion per year in 1980 to $50 billion by 1994, its factories responsible for 40 percent of China’s total
            exports. Over that same period, China’s economy expanded by nearly 10 percent7 per year, an extraordinary pace.
         

         
         In Shenzhen8, one of the special economic zones, dirt roads became grand thoroughfares lined with luxury hotels and high-rise apartments
            adorned with aspirational names—Paradiso, City’s Elite Homestead, Galaxy International Park. Migrant workers carrying meager
            belongings in pails balanced from mop handles tromped past spa resorts stocked with orchids and Jacuzzis, on their way to
            soot-stained factories where they slept eight to a dorm room, their laundry flapping from the windows.
         

         
         The factories of Shenzhen were soon making three of every four artificial Christmas trees9 sold in the United States. A single complex in the center of Guangdong manufactured 15 million microwave ovens10 per year, or about 40 percent of those sold on earth.
         

         
         China’s export-led economic transformation was perhaps the greatest antipoverty program in human history. From the beginning
            of Deng’s economic reforms11 in the late 1970s until the new millennium, the number of Chinese who were officially poor plunged from nearly 900 million
            to fewer than 500 million.
         

         
         And that was before the landmark event that would dramatically accelerate the country’s emergence as a global economic power—the
            2001 deal that brought China into the ranks of the World Trade Organization. More than anything else, that agreement helped
            explain why Hagan Walker and countless other American business chiefs found themselves consumed with events playing out on
            the other side of the world.
         

         
         China’s inclusion in the global trading system was championed by multinational companies as a way to dramatically reduce their costs. But the executives of the largest companies and their political allies realized their goal through a savvy laundering of their aims. In their telling, adding China to the WTO was about promoting democracy. 

         
         No one proclaimed this message more emphatically than Bill Clinton, the president who ultimately brought China into the WTO.
            And no one better personified the pungent mix of shameless opportunism and idealistic rhetoric that characterized American
            dealings with the emerging superpower across the Pacific.
         

         
          

         Even for a figure inclined toward impromptu displays of showmanship, Bill Clinton outdid himself inside the massive banquet
            hall in the heart of Beijing.
         

         
         It was a balmy night in June 1998, and the president was in the midst of alternately wooing and pressuring China’s government
            to assent to American terms on a deal bringing the nation into the World Trade Organization. He and then–First Lady Hillary
            Rodham Clinton were attending a state dinner at the Great Hall of the People, the colonnaded fortress occupying the western
            edge of Tiananmen Square.
         

         
         Only nine years earlier, the square had been the locus of an extraordinary protest movement led by students who demanded greater
            freedom and a crackdown on corruption. In a spectacle broadcast worldwide, some of the demonstrators had erected a replica
            of the Statue of Liberty—a courageous display of democratic yearning.
         

         
         The People’s Liberation Army ultimately put down the uprising with a massacre that killed several hundred people. That act of brutality had defined China in international discourse for years after, rendering the country off-limits to many North American and European businesses. But China’s pariah status was already fading as Western executives salivated over the lucrative opportunities waiting to be exploited there. The Clintons were in Beijing in the service of that cause. 

         
         Clinton had initially presented himself as one of China’s most strident critics. During his 1992 campaign, he attacked the
            incumbent president, George H. W. Bush—a former American ambassador to China—for normalizing trade relations. He accused Bush
            of pandering to the “butchers of Beijing12.” As Clinton described it, Bush was guilty of having “let his friendships in China obscure what those kids did13 in Tiananmen Square.”
         

         
         Things would be different in his own administration, Clinton promised. “Observe human rights14 in the future,” he warned Chinese leaders, “open your society, recognize the legitimacy of those kids that were carrying
            the Statue of Liberty.” Otherwise, prepare to be cut off from the American marketplace.
         

         
         Chinese leaders chafed at being lectured to on human rights by sanctimonious politicians from the United States, a former
            colonial power that had amassed wealth through legal slavery. In more recent times, the supposed holiness of human rights
            had not dissuaded the American military from carpet-bombing Cambodia or dropping napalm on Vietnamese children, displaying
            its moral code in what was essentially China’s backyard.
         

         
         Clinton had himself opposed the Vietnam War, but he did not let the unsavory aspects of his own country’s history brunt the
            force of his moral denunciation. Soon after taking office, he signed an executive order15 threatening China with tariffs as high as 70 percent unless it showed “overall significant progress” on human rights.
         

         
         So much for all that.

         
         On this night in June 1998, inside the citadel of Chinese power, Clinton demonstrated the updated values guiding his administration’s
            approach to China.
         

         
         The demonstrators had been gunned down only a few hundred yards from the banquet hall, but that event had seemingly been dispatched to ancient history. The Clintons posed for pictures. They saluted their hosts, Chinese president Jiang Zemin and his wife, Wang Yeping. 

         
         “The American people admire16 the great strides China has taken,” President Clinton declared during a predinner toast. “We Americans appreciate the mutual
            respect of our relationship.”
         

         
         After a meal featuring shark’s fin and grilled beefsteak17, the two couples worked their way to the far end of the enormous banquet hall. There, they greeted the musicians who had
            been entertaining them throughout their dinner—members of the People’s Liberation Army Band.
         

         
         To the delight of the assembled dignitaries, President Clinton wielded a baton and briefly conducted the band18 as it played a John Philip Sousa march, “Hands Across the Sea.”
         

         
         Clinton’s turn as maestro before the very institution that had slaughtered peaceful protesters marked the completion of a
            striking makeover. He was now leading a campaign orchestrated by American business interests to ditch commerce-impeding considerations
            of human rights in favor of exploiting China as the holy grail of profit centers. Getting China into the WTO was the centerpiece
            of that effort.
         

         
         Headquartered in Switzerland, on the shores of Lake Geneva, the WTO was the referee for international trading disputes. Its
            160-plus member nations were supposed to abide by a common set of rules, submitting to an adjudicatory process when squabbles
            arose. Members pledged to treat one another equally, opening their markets to goods free of barriers, while extending the
            same terms of trade to all.
         

         
         China wanted in for the simple reason that this would unlock fresh export opportunities and lure more foreign investment.
            But gaining entry required that China secure the blessing of two-thirds of the WTO’s existing members.
         

         
         China had to open its markets to foreign competition, a prospect that horrified the heads of China’s industrial giants. But Premier Zhu Rongji, then spearheading economic policy, saw the mere process of applying to join the WTO as an accelerant in remaking the Chinese economy. 

         
         Into the mid-1990s, state-owned companies still employed roughly 70 percent of urban Chinese workers19. More than 80 percent of the outstanding loans20 in the Chinese banking system were going to such firms, many of them insolvent. These zombie companies were monopolizing
            finance that might have otherwise nurtured nimbler, more innovative entrants—the sorts of factories that would eventually
            attract giant retailers like Walmart and niche players like Glo.
         

         
         The greatest resistance to change came from local Party officials. They feared the anger of the populace when state-owned
            employers went bust. They frequently enjoyed a cut of the bank loans that kept such companies in business—an incentive to
            keep the money flowing.
         

         
         Under the terms of its WTO entry, China agreed to pull back subsidies for state-owned companies21. China’s international obligations would take precedence over the intransigence of small-minded Party leaders.
         

         
         Zhu was aided in his mission by a crucial constituency—the American business lobby, which recognized a gold mine in China.
            Here was a country of 1.2 billion people and counting, making it the largest potential market for practically everything.
         

         
         Telecommunication companies and financial giants22 stood to gain clearance to buy larger stakes of Chinese ventures. Hollywood aimed to export its films. Software companies
            would get a crack at the Chinese market. Agribusiness would be free to sell mountains of soybeans, wheat, and other crops.
         

         
         Multinational brands were especially enthralled by the savings to be gained as they moved manufacturing away from wealthy nations with unions and workplace safety regulations, transferring production to plants in China. There, Party officials were the law, and their loyalties could be purchased with a cut of the bounty. Unions were banned, and hundreds of millions of rural people were streaming toward cities in desperate pursuit of work—an ideal recipe for low-cost production. 

         
         Here was an ironic confluence of interests. The People’s Republic of China—still dominated by a Communist Party whose power
            flowed from a peasant-led revolution—beckoned as the ultimate joint venture partner for Walmart, Apple, and other icons of
            American capitalism.
         

         
         Still, multinational companies were fearful of seeing their designs on China construed as a crude reach for profit. Stories
            of pervasive Chinese repression, human rights abuses, and labor exploitation posed reputational risks. So, American business
            associations and their political allies reframed the terms of engagement, while settling on a consensus narrative: expanded
            trade with China would advance freedom.
         

         
         Yes, American companies stood to make enormous amounts of money in China, but that was incidental to the transformational
            mission at hand. A chorus of Clinton administration officials declared this repeatedly. Once China was inside the WTO, its
            prosperity would depend on operating within its norms. Its reforms would pass the point of no return, changing China forever.
         

         
         Chinese companies would require greater understanding of the outside world to capitalize on the benefits of joining the global
            trading system. Chinese consumers would gain exposure to international fashion trends, music, entertainment, and sports, along
            with the latest technological gadgets. All of this would infuse Chinese society while generating demand for the ultimate Western
            export: democracy. First, Chinese people would get a taste of Kentucky Fried Chicken. Then, they would demand the ballot box.
         

         
         “By joining the WTO, China is not simply agreeing23 to import more of our products; it is agreeing to import one of democracy’s most cherished values: economic freedom,” Clinton
            declared in a speech on the eve of a key congressional vote that cleared the deal. “The genie of freedom will not go back
            into the bottle.”
         

         
         He added a dose of Silicon Valley techno-hype: “In the new century24, liberty will spread by cell phone and cable modem.”
         

         
         There was logic to this construction, even as there was ample cause to doubt the Hollywood ending. Markets demanded intelligence,
            and repressive governance was at odds with the free flow of information. Expanded trade would presumably force China’s leaders
            to choose between protecting their chokehold on the political sphere or advancing economic development.
         

         
         But the most powerful driver of such faith was the imperative of the bottom line. The greatest beneficiaries of China’s entry
            into the international trading system were the shareholders of the multinational brands that would exploit China as a source
            of cheap workers.
         

         
         In Washington, lobbyists representing the largest American companies described China’s entry to the global trading system
            as an opportunity to advance the agenda of the reformists in Beijing. Clinton’s Treasury secretary, Robert Rubin—who would
            go on to head the financial services giant Citigroup as it penetrated China—assured Congress that the country’s entry to the
            global trading system would “sow the seeds of freedom25.”
         

         
         Trade had been a foundational piece of American foreign policy since the end of World War II. The Clinton administration put
            stock in the notion that trade could be the linchpin of peaceful relations with China. Here was a means of limiting the risk
            of hostilities over Taiwan26, the self-governing island claimed by China and defended by the United States. The more that China’s fortunes became dependent
            on international commerce, the more it would have to lose from the economic shock that would surely follow an attack on Taiwan.
         

         
         Yet behind the scenes, the leaders of American corporations were advancing self-interested arguments. Major lobbying organizations27 from the National Association of Manufacturers to the Business Roundtable asserted that tying trade policy to human rights rendered their dealings in China uncertain, limiting their appetite to invest. And that was impeding their grandest plans—selling products to Chinese consumers while relying on Chinese factories as central components in their supply chains. 

         
         As Clinton’s secretary of state, Warren Christopher, later put it: “The business community had convinced the president28 that trade for America was a higher value, or perhaps, to put it more charitably, that nothing would be accomplished in the
            field of human rights by denial of trade, and so that became the basic policy.”
         

         
         This chain of events, to a great extent, explained how manufacturing shifted from factory towns in places like Michigan and
            Indiana to the industrial enclaves of coastal China. And this was why, two decades later, Hagan Walker found himself seeking
            factories in China to make his products. Because his home country no longer had the capacity to satisfy his needs.
         

         
          

         By the time Walker placed his order for the Sesame Street figurines, the idea that China’s entry to the global trading system would advance freedom had come to seem like cruel farce.
         

         
         The permanent muting of the debate over human rights indeed opened the floodgates to a new wave of foreign investment, which
            immediately surged beyond $50 billion a year29. Beijing ensured that Chinese industry possessed the infrastructure needed to grow into an enormous export power. Some $14
            billion in investment30 was directed at seventy-two privately operated ports between 1990 and 2013, along with billions more into government-run
            facilities. China’s government oversaw the expansion of the Chinese maritime industry, lavishing state bank loans plus direct
            subsidies worth $132 billion31 on ocean carriers, shipbuilders, and other industry concerns between 2010 and 2018.
         

         
         But the government harnessed China’s economic strength to solidify its domination of Chinese society while ratcheting up territorial confrontations with its neighbors. Much of the nation’s wealth was directed toward building out its military capability. China’s leaders took the technological developments that Clinton celebrated as purveyors of liberty and deployed them as the building blocks for an Orwellian surveillance apparatus. The state directed those capabilities toward the systematic repression of ethnic minority Uyghurs in the province of Xinjiang. It extended its mode of control to social media and intensified its harsh punishment of dissidents. It imposed a draconian security law on Hong Kong32, breaching an agreement to respect the city’s freewheeling ways under a treaty with Britain that returned the former colonial
            trading post to Chinese control.
         

         
         But one part of the promised transformation came to pass. China became an integral part of the global supply chain. The value
            of China’s exports multiplied from $272 billion in 200133—the year it officially joined the WTO—to more than $3.5 trillion twenty years later.
         

         
         Chinese companies were making roughly 80 percent of the world’s air conditioners34, 70 percent of all mobile phones, and more than half of all shoes. And Chinese industry was increasingly engaged in far more
            advanced pursuits like aviation, biotechnology, and computer chips, while manufacturing 80 percent of the world’s solar panels35.
         

         
         In North America and Europe, much of this development was construed as nefarious. Chinese industry was manipulating the rules
            of the global trading system. It was tapping state-owned banks and emerging stock markets to steer capital to politically
            connected companies. Chinese officials looked the other way on ventures that dumped poisonous chemicals into rivers—another
            advantage over companies that had to answer to strict environmental rules in their home countries. Because the Chinese press
            was heavily censored, wrongdoing was easily hidden from public view. And when foreign companies invested in China, they frequently
            suffered the theft of their intellectual property, watching counterfeit versions of their products pop up in markets throughout
            the country and around the world. Not even pharmaceutical companies36 were immune to this reality. In short, Chinese industry was not playing fair, while capturing jobs from hapless competitors
            that had to answer to unions, regulations, journalists, and basic decency.
         

         
         There was validity to these laments. Chinese companies were indeed undercutting labor and environmental standards to seize market share. And this was coming at the expense of jobs in other countries. A decade after China’s accession to the WTO, nearly 1 million American manufacturing jobs37 had been eliminated directly by Chinese imports. And that number roughly doubled after factoring in the impacts on communities
            that saw factories disappear—the restaurants that lost customers, the truck drivers no longer needed, the plumbers and electricians
            whose incomes fell as people moved away. Politicians from both major parties came to describe China as a malevolent force.
         

         
         One could be tempted to describe China’s gains as a transfer of wealth from places like the American Rust Belt to industrial
            areas in Guangdong province. But such framing skipped over the fact that the primary beneficiaries of China’s export boom
            sat in the United States itself—not in fading factory towns, but in boardrooms in New York and Seattle.
         

         
         The microwave ovens, the Christmas ornaments, the televisions—all were being sold on the shelves of the largest retailers,
            dropping their costs while boosting their sales. Their executives were prospering mightily as their stock prices rose.
         

         
         American businesses justified the bargain by taking credit for supplying consumers with cheap products. During a hearing in
            Washington to debate whether the United States should normalize trade relations with Beijing—a step that cleared the way for
            WTO entry—members of Congress spoke darkly of forced sterilization and slave labor in China. They also heard from Clark A.
            Johnson, chief executive officer of Pier 1 Imports, a purveyor of rugs, furniture, and other home décor. He was speaking on
            behalf of the National Retail Federation, a powerful trade association that represented 1.4 million businesses.
         

         
         “The mission of a retailer in America38 is to provide an assortment of a wide range of goods from everywhere in the world,” Johnson said. “China makes products that
            working families can afford.”
         

         
         Those words carried the day. And they revealed a central truth behind the ceaseless transferring of industrial capacity from wealthier countries to China: because consumers essentially demanded it. 

         
         You could survey the populace on sentiments about human rights, fair pay, and environmental imperatives. You could debate
            the moral and economic virtues of dismantling factories in North Carolina while transferring production to China. Such conversations
            involved nuance and trade-offs. But the consumer wandering the aisles at Target or perusing the offerings at Amazon rarely
            paused to grapple with such concerns. The lowest price frequently trumped all other considerations. And making products in
            China was generally the best way to deliver lower prices.
         

         
         The growth of Chinese imports boosted spending power39 in the typical American household by 2 percent, or about $1,500 per year, between 2000 and 2007, according to one study.
            By this calculation, every factory job surrendered to trade with China in those years was compensated by an increase of $400,000
            in consumer spending capacity. Chinese-made products pressed down the prices on a range of American goods by 0.19 percent
            per year between 2004 and 201540, another study found.
         

         
         Walmart, a company ruled by a near-religious zeal for low prices, took China’s entry to the WTO as the impetus to establish
            a global procurement center in Shenzhen, the place where it coordinated its buying of products worldwide.
         

         
         When I visited the center in early 2004 for a story on the company’s expansion, representatives from dozens of factories across
            China41—each hoping to secure a contract to manufacture one of Walmart’s products—were assembled in a giant waiting room. They sat
            in uncomfortable wooden chairs, sipping tepid tea out of flimsy plastic cups, as they waited for hours to meet a Walmart buyer.
            Walmart had positioned itself to demand whatever price it desired, aided by the implicit threat that should one factory balk,
            another could immediately be summoned from inside the same waiting room.
         

         
         Frequently, local factories agreed to make a product, and then prepared to deliver—taking on the expenses of hiring workers and buying materials—only to confront fresh demands from Walmart for even lower prices, often below their costs. Typically, managers assented while recovering some of their losses by stiffing workers. 

         
         Walmart’s global database of suppliers then included six thousand factories. More than 80 percent were in China42. By 2003, only two years after China entered the WTO, Walmart was spending $15 billion43 on Chinese-made products, a sum that encompassed almost one-eighth of all of China’s exports to the United States.
         

         
         American consumers were getting rock-bottom prices at Walmart superstores. American factory laborers were losing their jobs.
            Chinese factory workers were getting cheated by bosses who themselves were getting squeezed. Meanwhile, the descendants of
            Walmart’s founder, Sam Walton, saw their collective fortune swell beyond $200 billion44, making them the wealthiest family on earth.
         

         
         Part of the reason that American public opinion and the political class eventually swung so sharply against engagement with
            China stemmed from bitterness over the bogus promises that had been made about democratization as a reason for expanded trade.
            But part of the anger reflected an American failure to cushion those harmed by Chinese imports. 
         

         
         A federal program called Trade Adjustment Assistance was supposed to provide factory laborers made jobless by low-priced imports
            with cash assistance and training for other work. But Congress routinely refused to adequately fund the program, even as it
            managed to finance tax cuts for billionaires and corporate interests. As a result, fewer than one-third45 of those eligible for benefits in 2019 actually received support.
         

         
         But these sorts of details rarely got mentioned in a political conversation long on accusations of perfidy and short on substance.
            In a triumph of crude political messaging over the complex accounting of trade, the electorate broadly came to believe that
            Chinese industry was solely a predatory force. “There has been an overcorrection in the narrative46, which is that we were just taken advantage of,” Jessica Chen Weiss, a China expert at Cornell University and a former State Department official in the Biden administration, told me. “We didn’t do a good job of distributing the benefits, but they were nonetheless real.” 

         
         Within manufacturing, the momentum toward China was self-reinforcing. The more that companies shifted production to China,
            the more the prices they secured there were insinuated into the workings of international commerce. That shaped collective
            understandings about the value of everything—an electronic component, a coil of steel, an hour of labor.
         

         
         In a marketplace in which many companies were already making goods in China, the company that failed to do likewise risked
            distinguishing itself as uncompetitive.
         

         
         This was why industrial production exploded in China just as American factories disappeared.

         
         And this was why Hagan Walker could not locate a plant in the United States that could bring his creations to life at anywhere
            close to the prices prevailing across the Pacific.
         

         
         So he did what everyone else did. He sent his business to China.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2
“Everyone Is Competing for a Supply Located in a Single Country.”
The Pandemic Reveals the Folly

         
         Over the years, Glo had worked with multiple factories in southern China to make its cubes, with mixed results. The prices
            were consistently low. But the quality varied.
         

         
         Once, Walker had received a shipment of one hundred thousand cubes from a supplier in Guangdong, only to discover that nearly
            one-third were defective. He and Barker sat in a conference room for days, testing the cubes by dropping them into water one
            by one. They had been forced to disappoint customers, delaying shipments while waiting for another batch to come in.
         

         
         On the Sesame Street order, such an outcome would be calamitous. They needed a factory operation that could deliver.
         

         
         In late 2020, Walker reached out to an operation in the city of Ningbo, in Zhejiang province. It was part of a collection of factories that operated under the brand Platform88. The company was overseen by an American, Jacob Rothman, who had spent most of his adult life in China. 

         
         Raised in Southern California, Rothman had studied religion at Bowdoin College in Maine, contemplating a life as a rabbi.
            Instead, he had joined the family business, a broom and mop factory in Stockton, California, sixty miles east of San Francisco.
         

         
         He had first gone to China in 2000 to locate factories that could manufacture the company’s wares cheaply. He had stayed on
            as the business pivoted to more lucrative pursuits, supplying products for men’s gift catalogues—fishing gear, barbecue accessories,
            hot shaving cream dispensers.
         

         
         Eager to master Mandarin and the social mores of China, Rothman eschewed the expatriate scene. He stayed in small, local hotels
            rather than the five-star palaces filling every major city. Soon, he launched his own company, joining forces with a Chinese
            partner.
         

         
         His six factories churned out products for major multinational retailers, including Walmart and Weber, the maker of backyard
            barbecues. Rothman’s engineers helped tweak the specifications for the best results, and his procurement people could find
            needed materials from across China, from specialty plastics to LED lights.
         

         
         Walker liked the sound of this. He began talking to Rothman’s team about proceeding with the Sesame Street order.
         

         
         By then, of course, Walker, Rothman, and the rest of the international business world were contending with an enormous new
            variable.
         

         
         A novel coronavirus known as COVID-19 was working its way around the globe, spreading death, fear, and dysfunction.

         
          

         The pandemic had begun in China. The first cases had emerged a year earlier, in December 2019, in the industrial city of Wuhan,
            home to more than 11 million people. Local authorities initially covered up reports1 of a mysterious ailment that was causing pneumonia-like symptoms.
         

         
         A month later, with the coronavirus raging to the point that it could not be suppressed, the Chinese government imposed the
            first of a series of comprehensive lockdowns, isolating Wuhan2 and surrounding Hubei province from the rest of humanity by canceling all flights and trains departing the area.
         

         
         By February 2020, the authorities were forcibly rounding up people3 suspected of carrying the coronavirus and confining them to makeshift quarantine facilities.
         

         
         As some 300 million migrant workers4 across China returned to rural homes to celebrate the Lunar New Year, many found themselves stranded. A confounding patchwork
            of restrictions imposed by officials from place to place—barriers blocking highways here, shutdowns of train stations there—made
            it impossible for many to return to jobs.
         

         
         Thousands of factories were ordered shut to prevent the spread of the coronavirus. Even those that were allowed to open contended
            with crippling shortages of workers and parts5. Over the first two months of 2020, China’s exports plunged by 17 percent6.
         

         
         For the rest of the world, the mass disruption of Chinese industry posed enormous consequences. China was the dominant source
            for a vast range of parts and materials that were critical to the making of products on nearly every shore.
         

         
         Modern manufacturing had come to rely on an extraordinarily complex global supply chain comprised of parts and raw materials
            drawn from scores of countries. Cargo ships were no longer just bearers of finished products. Increasingly, they were conduits
            for components that could be processed in one place—coated with a chemical treatment here, pounded into a desired shape there—and
            then combined with other parts somewhere else, to be assembled into finished goods.
         

         
         The typical car required an average of thirty thousand7 individual parts forged in plants around the globe, with many components transferred multiple times across oceans to be combined with others before the final assembly of the vehicle. If just one of these parts could not be purchased, the rest were effectively stuck in limbo, with final production impossible. Apple purchased parts from suppliers in forty-three different countries8 across six continents, while fitting them together into finished products at factories in China and Taiwan. Even seemingly
            simple products like disposable diapers9 required more than fifty materials.
         

         
         Hubei province, the epicenter of the pandemic, was an especially important link in the supply chain. Some fifty-one thousand
            companies worldwide10 had a direct supplier somewhere in the territory. At least 5 million businesses depended on suppliers that themselves sourced
            parts or raw materials from Hubei.
         

         
         Suddenly, the world absorbed the pitfalls of having entrusted so much of its production to a single country.

         
         By February 2020, Apple was disclosing that it would miss targets11 for the shipment of its latest iPhones as its Chinese factories contended with disruption. Toyota grappled with a dearth
            of parts12 as workers at its plants in China were stuck in quarantine. Fiat Chrysler13, another automaker, prepared to shut factories in Europe because of an inability to secure parts made in China. The French
            automaker14 Renault halted production in South Korea, citing a shortage of parts brought from China. So did Hyundai15, the world’s fifth largest automaker.
         

         
         Fashion companies scrambled16 to shift orders from China to Turkey. Toy retailers, who collectively relied on Chinese factories for 85 percent of global
            production17, girded for delays and shortages.
         

         
         Nintendo delayed deliveries18 of its popular gaming console, the Switch. The gadget was made in a factory in Vietnam
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