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BOOK REVIEW 

 
Hong Yinxing ( 洪 银 兴 ), The China Path to Economic Transition and 
Development (经济转型与发展之中国道路), Chinese-English bilingual version, 
trans. Xiao-huang Yin (尹晓煌). Beijing: Higher Education Press, 2014. ISBN 
978-7-04-039235-7. 520pp. ￥89.00. 
 
As the author notes in the first chapter of this book, China began major economic 
reforms three decades ago “crossing the river by feeling for the stones,” but the 
task now is to develop a long-term plan to achieve the triple goals of “reform, 
development, and stability” (p. 225). The primary aim of Hong Yinxing’s book is 
to provide such a plan for future Chinese economic policy. A renowned 
economist well respected in Chinese government circles, Hong provides an 
excellent inside look at how Chinese scholars view the development path China 
should take in the coming years. 

Comprising of articles written for influential Chinese academic journals as 
well as lectures delivered at various U.S. universities, the book contains much 
objective analysis that is accessible to Western readers. It also contains policy 
recommendations clearly written for a Chinese audience that show what Chinese 
scholars are sharing with each other and with policymakers. 

The articles, previously available only in Chinese, are now accessible to 
English-language readers in a bilingual edition thanks to the translation work by 
a team of scholars led by Xiao-huang Yin. The timely insights found in this book 
represent the work of a scholar deeply familiar with China’s economy and is 
recommended to readers who want an insider’s perspective on China’s progress, 
challenges, and policy needs. 

Hong devotes the first two chapters to explaining the theoretical background 
of China’s reforms. The first chapter makes clear that China has rejected the 
“Washington Consensus” of trade liberalization and privatization as well as the 
“shock therapy” of the former Soviet Union, blazing its own path known as the 
“Beijing Consensus (北京共识).” This nebulous concept includes similarly 
ambiguous terms such as “socialist market” economy and “socialist economic 
system with Chinese characteristics”—terms whose vagueness have historically 
led to skepticism from many scholars. 

In his second chapter, however, Hong clearly defines these terms as 
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government macroeconomic management concurrently operating with market 
mechanisms. This definition is similar to that of leading Western scholars, 
showing that though these terms are still difficult to define, standard international 
definitions are now emerging upon which future China studies can build. 

With market reforms neatly justified under a socialist framework, Hong 
proceeds to outline various steps China needs to take to progress economically. 
From this to-do list, major themes emerge. These include improving the people’s 
standard of living, increasing China’s world status through innovation, and 
integrating China’s rural and urban areas. While expressing admiration for 
China’s rapid economic growth since the late 1970s, Hong is also critical of the 
humanitarian and environmental costs of the transition. He calls for a 
“human-centered” approach to further reform that will improve the livelihood of 
the Chinese people. 

A poignant example Hong uses to illustrate the importance of considering the 
human costs of reform is that of the mass lay-offs of workers by state-owned 
enterprises during the early reform period, much of which resulted in increased 
long-term unemployment of people who could have been good workers. Hong 
believes that reforms should treat people not as “a burden, but rather human 
capital that can accomplish growth and improve efficiency” (pp. 247–248). He 
believes that human-centered reforms are those that win support by providing 
people with tangible benefits for participation rather than those driven by fiat. 
For instance, the government can reduce people’s worries and free up people’s 
incomes to stimulate domestic consumption by providing a more comprehensive 
welfare system and better access to public goods such as clean water, healthcare, 
and education to lower income populations (p. 362). Such increased consumption 
would reduce China’s dependence on exports and lead to a more stable 
development path beneficial to all. 

Hong sees innovation as another way to increase the quality of life for the 
Chinese people as well as strengthening national prestige. Chapters six through 
ten all explore various facets of innovation; mainly China’s need for indigenous 
innovation and ways to promote innovation. Hong defines innovation as the 
application of scientific breakthroughs to business (pp. 410–411). By promoting 
innovation, China would be able to produce more high tech, high value-added 
goods for export, thereby increasing its “competitive advantage” in world trade 
(p.339). To foster innovation, Hong recommends greater collaboration between 
businesses and universities and research institutes which can create new 
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technologies (p. 405). Innovation, then, could help China break out of the 
“middle-income trap” and create a living environment more fitting for residents 
of the world’s second largest economy. 

One of the most interesting reform suggestions found in the book deals with 
the integration of rural and urban development. Such integration touches on the 
sensitive issue of reforming the household registration (hukou 戶口) system. 
Hong’s suggestion is to abolish the system which essentially relegates rural 
residents to a permanent second-class status. Having become entrenched in 
Chinese society over the past half-century, eliminating the hukou system would 
mean major administrative changes in China. Nevertheless, such reform could be 
exactly what China needs to close the gap between its urban and rural areas, 
allowing farmers to work in the cities with less discrimination and allowing 
urban residents to invest in rural regions (p. 449). 

Although much has been written about China’s economic development in the 
English language, this book is valuable because it represents a native Chinese 
voice that allows readers to see what Chinese scholars are saying to each other 
and political leaders about the path China needs to take. While it is refreshing to 
see this kind of view available in English, translation from Chinese does create 
certain difficulties. 

Parts of the book, for example, sometimes contains terms that feel redundant 
or overly positive about the Chinese Communist Party not popular in Western 
publications. These linguistic quirks, however, make the book a more authentic 
reflection of how mainstream Chinese scholars think and talk. Even for readers 
who dislike Marxist lingo, the clear analysis and reform-minded message of the 
book far overpowers the ideological sections, making it an overall delightful 
read. 

This book is helpful for anyone interested in how Chinese scholars view 
China’s development and the prospect of future reforms. Hong Yinxing presents 
a compelling plan for China’s economic future of which scholars should be 
aware and that policymakers would be wise to heed. 
 

Margaret Li Seeley 
Brigham Young University 

E-mail: margaret.mengxi.li@gmail.com 
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