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China’s Future by David Shambaugh. Oxford, Polity Press, 2016.
203 pp. Paper, $19.95.

David Shambaugh’s clearly organized and engagingly written volume accom-
plishes two important tasks. First, it fills a significant gap in the literature for
general readers in foreign and public affairs by providing a cogent (172 pages of
text plus notes) yet comprehensive overview of recent developments in China’s
economy, society, politics and foreign affairs that identifies and assesses the
key elements determining China’s future importance. Second, it allows this
leading international China specialist to fully explain his views on how and
why China is likely to develop in the future.

Very few China specialists have the depth and breadth of experience to
successfully write such a volume. The book builds on Shambaugh’s four
decades of scholarly engagement with China as leader of various international
collaborations and publications, journal editor, and author of major books
dealing with the Chinese Communist Party, the Chinese military, and Chinese
foreign relations. It coincides with the publication of the 550-page multidi-
mensional guide to contemporary China, The China Reader: Rising Power
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2016), which he edited.

Against that background, the volume under review identifies and assesses
leading determinants of success or setback in China’s economy (notably, the
troubled financial system and challenges of innovation) and society (notably,
issues of inequality, challenges to governance, and provision of public goods).
While acknowledging many internal and external variables that impact devel-
opments in China, Shambaugh sees the key determinant in future economic
policy and social policy to be the political choices of the Chinese leadership. He
argues that none of the social and economic challenges he identifies can be
effectively addressed or resolved without a significant political loosening and
liberalization inChina’s governance. Along similar lines, the section examining
the foreign relations of an ever more internationally involved and influential
China forecasts worsened Chinese foreign relations without the recommended
political reforms.

Unfortunately, although the author avoids hard-and-fast predictions, the
main argument of the book is that such recommended reforms are unlikely.
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The author lays out four pathways of what he calls the political orientation of
the Chinese leadership seen in different periods since the 1980s; they range
from Liberal Neo-authoritarianism and Soft Authoritarianism on one side to
Hard Authoritarianism and Neo-Totalitarianism on the other. Those four
pathways are seen as possible choices for China’s current leaders. Recent
momentum is seen to favor more rigid authoritarian rule. Indeed, Shambaugh
shows that in the twenty-first century, China’s leaders moved from Soft
Authoritarianism to Hard Authoritarianism, making the likelihood of the
kinds of political change he recommends less rather than more likely in the
immediate future.

Thus, the book joins others in the pessimistic camp in the active debate
among specialists about China’s future. If the Hard Authoritarianism con-
tinues or intensifies, effective dealing with economic, social, and foreign policy
problems is seen as less likely. The implication of this scenario is regime
stagnation rather than collapse. Responding to Shambaugh’s volume in vari-
ous reviews and commentaries, some specialists with a more positive outlook
for China and its authoritarian government have demurred. As Shambaugh
anticipated, inevitable disagreements have greeted the book, which nonethe-
less stimulates thinking about conditions and alternatives for this emerging
great power.

ROBERT SUTTER
George Washington University

Nuclear Weapons and Coercive Diplomacy by Todd S. Sechser
andMatthew Fuhrmann. New York, Cambridge University Press,
2017. 344 pp. $34.99.

In a well-executed new book, Todd S. Sechser and Matthew Fuhrmann
examine the benefits that nuclear weapons confer on the states that
possess them. Specifically, they tackle the question of whether nuclear
weapons allow states to coerce others. Their answer is clear: “nuclear
weapons are useful in world politics for deterrence, but not coercion”
(p. 59). Nuclear-armed states do not succeed in their coercive threats
more often than non-nuclear states, and they do not generally do better in
territorial disputes. And states that do seek to signal their coercive
resolve with nuclear weapons often have their signals ignored or
misunderstood.

Sechser and Fuhrmann’s book is the most important work on nuclear
coercion since Richard Betts’s classic Nuclear Blackmail and Nuclear Bal-
ance, and it deserves a wide readership. Their book not only makes a
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