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China’s Three Decades of Economic Reforms has its strong points, but first one has to get past  the  9-point  font  and  the  steep  price  tag  (between  $100  and  $155).   The  typeset  is  very difficult  to  read.    In  addition,  the  book  is  a  collection  of  papers  from  the  19th  annual Chinese Economic Association  conference  in  2008,  and  reads more  like  a  collection  of  papers  than  a seamless volume.  Although the title led me to believe that I could use portions of the book in my post-reform Chinese economy class, I found that the chapters are on very specific and advanced topics,  not  all  of  them  having  to  do  with  reforms,  and  not  suitable  for  teaching  at  the undergraduate level. 

The  chapters  are on  a  range of narrow  topics,  from  entry behavior of  foreign banks  to mergers and acquisitions in the electricity industry.  Some chapters are heterodox in nature, such as  those on  inequality, while others are orthodox,  such as  those on knowledge  spillovers.  The chapters,  which  read  like  journal  articles,  are  of  varying  content  quality  and  usefulness  in research.  They are all well edited but not all well chosen.   

However,  there are several standout articles  that were a  joy  to read and may provide an 

excellent reference for researchers.   These include Liao Shen and Weyman-Jones’s chapter that performs  a  cost-efficiency  analysis  on  the  banking  industries  of  ten  Asian  countries.  Not surprisingly, the authors find that China’s banking sector is less efficient than that of Hong Kong or  Singapore,  but  the  analysis  itself  is  worthwhile  in  terms  of  quantifying  China’s  banking malaise.  Another excellent read is Flassbeck and La Marca’s chapter on the specter of external adjustment  failure and  cross-currency  speculation, which  is  a  strong  contribution  to  the debate over whether or not China should float its currency.  The authors do not recommend floating but rather a cooperative global monetary system. 

Also  of  quality  is Dai  and  Liu’s  chapter  on  international  knowledge  spillovers, which empirically examines the effect that returning entrepreneurs have on Chinese high-tech small and medium enterprises.  This  is a  topic  that has been  little studied but  that  the authors are able  to empirically  test,  with  information  on  whether  firm  owners  are  returnees  with  commercial  or educational experience in an OECD country.  Fung Kwan’s chapter that quantifies surplus labor in  rural  areas  is  a  fascinating  look  at  the  existence  of  unemployed  or  underemployed  labor outside major  cities  and  the  eastern  coastal  region.   This  is  a  serious  problem  that  varies  by province.  And finally, Sutherland and Ning’s look at business concentration in various Chinese industries  is  an  important  contribution  to  business  development  theory.  The  authors  find  that there is relatively small contribution among China’s biggest groups to industry consolidation. 

Other  chapters  are  interesting  but,  dare  I  say,  not  as  innovative  as  the  chapters  listed above.  Although these other chapters may be good references as standalone articles, the editors might have done better  to  replace  some of  the  chapters with  background  articles  for  the more innovative sections, if not only to provide more continuity throughout the book.  Despite the fact that  the book  is partly  redeemed by  five original chapters,  it  is a difficult  read  for  the  tiny  font and lack of continuity.

