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The Manufactured Workforce 

China is answering the steepest demographic decline in its 
modern history by building labour on production lines - and 
writing the rulebook the rest of the world will inherit. 

 

Beijing has decided that if its people will not multiply, its machines will. Two policy 
documents issued this year make the decision legible. In January, the National 
Bureau of Statistics confirmed that Chinese births had fallen to 7.92 million - the 
lowest figure since the founding of the People's Republic in 1949 - as the 
population contracted for a fourth consecutive year. In June, the Ministry of 
Industry and Information Technology and the state-assets regulator issued an 
operational directive ordering 10,000 humanoid robots into real-world "work 
mode" across factories, logistics hubs, hospitals and state-owned enterprises by 
December. Most Western capitals read the demographic data as a sentence of 
decline. Beijing read it as a procurement order. 

For a decade, the settled view in Western defence and intelligence circles held 
that demography was the one constraint the Chinese Communist Party could 
neither engineer nor legislate away. A shrinking workforce, the argument ran, 
would drive up labour costs, drain regional pension funds and place a hard ceiling 
on the growth from which the party derives its legitimacy. The thesis carried a 
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hidden vulnerability: it rested on the industrial-age assumption that a 
nation's labour supply is a biological endowment, bounded by the births of a 
generation earlier. That assumption has expired. 

What is taking shape across China's industrial heartlands is a policy 
of manufactured demography: the systematic conversion of labour supply from 
an organic demographic variable into a planned, scalable and exportable 
industrial output. If Beijing succeeds, it will do more than survive its demographic 
crisis. It will export its solution, and with it structural authority over the physical 
engine of the twenty-first-century economy. 

Western capitals are transfixed by the machines. The contest will be decided by 
the rules the machines obey. In February, Beijing published the world's first 
full-lifecycle national standard system for humanoid robots and embodied 
artificial intelligence, drafted in nine weeks by more than 120 state institutions, 
research laboratories and private champions including Unitree and AgiBot, and 
spanning six pillars from intelligent computing to physical safety and operational 
ethics. The 15th Five-Year Plan simultaneously elevated embodied intelligence to a 
priority future industry and embedded component localisation targets directly in 
top-tier planning documents. The sequence is deliberate and historically familiar. 
Standards precede scale, and scale commands markets. 

Scale is arriving quickly. Global shipments of embodied-AI industrial units reached 
18,000 in 2025 and are on track to exceed 50,000 this year, with Chinese firms 
supplying more than 45 per cent of the market. Last year more than 140 Chinese 
manufacturers unveiled over 330 distinct humanoid models. Unitree priced its R1 
humanoid at US$5,900, and manufacturing costs are falling 40 per cent year on 
year - double the pace Western analysts projected. Machine labour is descending 
the cost curve that solar panels, batteries and electric vehicles descended before 
it, toward the same destination: Chinese dominance of a category the West 
invented. 

The strategic mechanics mirror the mid-twentieth-century revolution in logistics. 
Malcom McLean's steel shipping container was rudimentary engineering. The 
economic revolution arrived in 1968, when the International Organization for 
Standardization locked in its dimensions and corner fittings, and every crane, ship, 
railcar and loading dock on earth adjusted to a single specification. The ports that 
standardised early - Singapore, Rotterdam - became the choke points of global 
trade, while London's docks, which resisted, were derelict within a decade. The 
invention created the possibility. The standard captured the century's rents. 

Manufactured demography converts labour supply from an organic 
demographic variable into a planned, scalable and exportable industrial 
output. The state that standardises machine labour first will dictate the terms 
on which every other nation puts machines to work. 
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Beijing understands this history. A humanoid robot on a production line in 
Southeast Asia, Latin America or Europe is a vector of strategic influence as 
much as a piece of capital equipment: every unit carries safety certifications, 
data-routing protocols, remote diagnostics and firmware dependencies defined 
in Beijing. As Chinese humanoids populate assembly lines from Jakarta to Lagos, 
the operating norms of global production will compile in Mandarin. A workforce 
that is manufactured rather than born can also be surged at will - operating 
continuously in high-threat environments, staffing defence industrial bases in 
crisis without political backlash, and executing logistics, sustainment and 
grey-zone tasks long before a shot is fired. 

For the democracies, the stakes extend well beyond trade. The mass export of 
subsidised, state-standardised machine labour presents three compounding 
dangers. Enterprises will face a choice between importing cheap and efficient 
Chinese synthetic labour or conceding competitiveness, and acceptance risks 
hollowing out industrial wages and deepening social fracture. Connecting 
Chinese embodied systems to Western infrastructure, energy grids and factories 
creates espionage, telemetry and kill-switch vulnerabilities of a kind no 
democracy has yet priced. And if Beijing comes to dominate the International 
Organization for Standardization and the International Electrotechnical 
Commission, democratic nations will find themselves adopting technical rules 
drafted by an authoritarian state, eroding their own benchmarks for labour safety, 
data custody and human oversight. 

The window to contest this trajectory is short but open, because Beijing's position 
carries honest weaknesses. UBTech concedes its current models reach 30 to 50 
per cent of human productivity in narrow, controlled tasks, with runtimes of a few 
hours per charge, and most of last year's deployments were pilots rather than 
production. More telling, China still depends on the democracies for its 
highest-precision hardware - the harmonic reducers, ball screws and high-torque 
servo motors supplied by Japanese and German engineering firms. The 
component choke points and the credibility of the standards institutions both 
remain in democratic hands. 

The counter-strategy writes itself, and it demands precisely the horizon-thinking 
that crisis management crowds out. Treat precision actuators, sensors and 
gearheads with the stringency applied to advanced lithography, and deny Beijing 
the components on which reliable scale depends. Contest every seat and working 
group in the international standards bodies, because Beijing is already tabling 
pre-drafted specifications and unified democratic alternatives must be ready to 
meet them. And build an allied certification regime for trusted machine labour - 
Washington, Tokyo, Berlin, London, Seoul and Canberra each hold a piece of it - 
setting joint benchmarks for data security, hardware provenance and 
human-in-the-loop oversight, so that allied markets form a protected sphere that 
untrusted, state-subsidised systems cannot enter. 
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Demography is no longer destiny; it is an arena of great-power competition. 
China's planners have concluded that the workforce of the twenty-first 
century will be designed, mass-produced, certified and exported, and they intend 
to write its specifications. The democracies still hold the components, the 
research ecosystems and the institutional trust to lead the transformation instead 
- and the leaders who grasp this now will be planning for the labour market of 
2035 while their rivals manage the politics of the quarter. The census measured 
the power of nations in the last century. The machine standard will measure it in 
the next. 
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