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Shambaugh, David, (2016), Polity Press, Cambridge. 
 

 
“To date, there has not been a single case of a country that has 
developed a modern economy without democratizing…China has 
bucked this universal trend to date, but can it continue to do so by 
maintaining its authoritarian political system?” 

 

 
Summary 
The book China’s Future, as its title reveals, deals with a matter of capital importance, 
namely the future of this Asian giant and its impact (whether for good or ill) on the rest 
of the world. David Shambaugh argues that the country’s development will reveal who 
is right in the longstanding debate among social scientists on whether political 
democratisation must necessarily accompany economic modernisation. To date, there 
has not been a single case of a country that has developed a modern economy without 
democratisation. The experience of other recently industrialised economies has shown 
that democratisation is not simply a consequence of modernisation but is also 
something that facilitates it. At the very least, the process is a symbiotic one. So far, 
China’s authoritarian government has clearly rejected this link. Even so, now that the 
country has made a qualitative leap in its development, David Shambaugh asks how 
much longer the country can continue to pursue its present path. He also studies what 
consequences China’s future might hold for the rest of the world in relation, whether 
or not the country becomes democratic. 

Will China escape the middle-income trap, carry out the reforms needed to re-balance 
its economy and move up the value chain, or will the nation’s authoritarian system 
stop this happening? With these questions in mind, the author gives the reader 
succinct, frank (and sometimes categorical) answers, drawing on his analyses of and 
frequent visits to China over the last four decades. Instead of coming up with a single 
scenario for China’s future, Shambaugh identifies several paths that the country might 
take, the likelihood of each and its consequences. Whatever path China takes in the 
end, the book will no doubt spark wide interest and debate. 
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The author 
David Shambaugh is Professor of Political Science and International Affairs at the 
George Washington University in Washington DC and is a non-resident Senior Fellow at 
the Brookings Institution. Shambaugh was formerly editor of China Quarterly, and is a 
member of the Council on Foreign Relations. His book China Goes Global was chosen 
by The Economist as one of the best books of the year. In 2015, researchers of the 
China Foreign Affairs University rated Shambaugh as the second most influential 
expert on China in the United States. 

Key ideas and opinion  
After over three decades of successful reforms, China finds itself at a crossroads. It 
has to make hard decisions on a host of issues: economic, social, political, and 
environmental strategies, intellectual development, and its approaches to national 
security and international politics. The reforms begun by Deng Xiaoping in 1978 are 
yielding ever less fruit, and it is becoming increasingly clear that they are no longer 
capable of modernising China over the next few decades. Change is needed.  

Indeed, China’s present leaders have shown great concern over China’s current 
situation. In 2007, the former prime minister, Wen Jiabao, pulled no punches when he 
said that China’s economy was characterised by "The four 'uns': unstable, unbalanced, 
uncoordinated, and unsustainable”. In 2015, Prime Minister Li Keqiang analysed the 
situation in the following terms: China’s model of economic growth is inefficient. Our 
ability to innovate falls short. Over-capacity is a problem and the country’s agriculture 
is built on weak foundations. China’s present supreme leader, Xi Jinping (Secretary-
General of the Chinese Communist Party’s Central Committee, President of the Central 
Military Committee, President of the Chinese People’s Republic), also complained that 
the difficulties facing the Party in delivering reforms, development and stability were 
greater than ever. Furthermore, these problems occur against a background of a rising 
number of conflicts, perils and challenges.  

Shambaugh draws the analogy of a car nearing a roundabout and a driver faced with 
having to choose which exit to take. In China’s case, argues the author, the country 
can choose one of four routes: neo-totalitarianism, hard authoritarianism, soft 
authoritarianism, and semi-democracy. The car approaches the roundabout along a 
familiar road, which Shambaugh describes as hard authoritarianism. The driver — in 
this case, China’s leadership — has chosen this road, and can continue along this path. 
While this is the easiest option, it is not the best one. In the author’s view, if its leaders 
take this road, the nation will have limited success in carrying out the wide-ranging 
economic, social and political reforms needed to ensure sustainable development and 
turn China into a modern and mature developed economy. Shambaugh predicts that 
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going down the road of hard authoritarianism will lead to economic stagnation and 
maybe even a shrinking economy. Furthermore, the current social problems would 
worsen and lead to the decline of China’s Communist Party. 

If China is to enjoy decades of greater economic dynamism and realise its full potential 
as a super-power, it will need to change course. In this book, Shambaugh considers 
three scenarios. Neo-totalitarianism lies at one extreme and is not a good path for the 
future. The factors favouring this course are the failure of hard authoritarianism to 
carry out much-needed reforms and to defuse the resulting social instability. On this 
point, conservatives in the leadership argue that China should close its doors to the 
world and reintroduce Draconian internal controls. Although this option cannot be 
ruled out, Shambaugh thinks it a highly unlikely one, for several reasons. First, 
because the private sector in the economy is too well-rooted and linked to the world 
economy. Second, because, citizens would resist and even revolt if they were to lose 
the relative freedom they have achieved over the last forty years. Third, because part 
of the Party and the army would not support such a step backwards. This is despite 
the fact that some forces in China and in the state apparatus might be tempted to 
recentralise power in response to a stagnating economy and an agenda of reforms. As 
the author puts it, “The genie is already out of the bottle and there is no going back”.  

A third option for China that would be much better than those just discussed would be 
for the country to stick to the authoritarian path but to cut down on the control 
exercised by the Party and to liberalise various aspects of civic life and the political 
system. This is soft authoritarianism and in fact would be a return to the approach 
taken between 1998 and 2008. By relaxing controls over the media, NGOs, 
intellectuals, the education system, dissidence, social discourse and other aspects of 
civic life, China would create the necessary conditions needed to make the required 
quantitative changes in its economy. This would also imply major changes in the way 
the Chinese Communist Party works and relates to society.  

Semi-democracy is yet another available route, and the result might be similar to the 
Singapore model, which involves limited rights and the same party always in power. 
Yet such government also has many democratic features, including: multiple political 
parties, periodic parliamentary elections, a parliament and judiciary that are 
independent from the executive, the rule of law, a professional and exemplary civil 
service, a system in which corruption is held in check, a market economy, active NGOs, 
a high-quality system of universal education, a multi-ethnic non-discriminatory society, 
and protection of basic rights and freedoms. Although China is far-removed from this 
model (and as things stand, it is unlikely that China’s Communist Party would tolerate 
it), Shambaugh does not rule this option out. China might shift from hard to soft 
authoritarianism when its reforms go no further and the middle-income trap bites. At 
that point, the country might evolve into a semi-democracy. 
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When it comes to cars, people and governments, it is easier to stick to the same 
route rather than change it. Both cars and countries are largely path-dependent, and 
changes in direction can only be made if firm decisions are taken and sufficient 
resources are allocated. If these conditions are not met, one stays in the same rut. 
Shambaugh remarks that it is much harder for countries to change track than cars, 
even when it is clear that the current track is not the optimal one. There are several 
reasons why this is so: vested interests, fear of the unknown, the sheer scope of the 
problem, etc. It is always easier to stick to the same course and dodge obstacles than 
it is to strike out in a bold new direction.  

According to Shambaugh, the main factor affecting China’s future is its leaders and 
the choices they make. This is because problem-solving is a top-down activity in China. 
However, there are many factors that escape the government’s control yet affect 
decision-making and the country’s development. Political, economic and social 
variables are important on the domestic scene. In the political sphere, one needs to 
closely examine the Chinese Communist Party’s efficiency and legitimacy. The regime 
does its best to paper over the cracks in a race against the clock to convey an image of 
stability, consistency, strength, decisiveness, and purpose. Hence the need to look at 
the degrees of satisfaction and of discontent among the various sections of society: 
young people, the middle class, intellectuals, students who have returned from 
abroad, ethnic minorities, immigrants, and the rural population. All of these sectors 
have the potential to become politically active if their ambitions are thwarted. Their 
discontent could reach critical mass.  

With regard to the economy, there are many variables at work but the key one is the 
scope of the state vis-à-vis the private sector and market forces in the domestic 
economy. Another key element is whether China manages to become an innovative, 
knowledge-based economy or merely remains one based on industrial processes and 
copying others. In Shambaugh’s view, it is not so much whether China will become 
innovative or not but rather the scope and depth of its innovation. Above all, this 
requires a thorough overhaul of the country’s education system, which stresses 
learning by rote, repetition and does not foster critical thinking. A third set of 
economic factors bears on debt levels (both in the central and local governments, as 
well as in corporate and financial sectors) and the asset bubble in various sectors of 
the economy. China’s national debt is currently 282% of its GDP. China’s property 
bubble in the country’s main cities burst in 2014 and 2015 and stocks dived in 
Shanghai and Shenzen. Yet another worry is China’s manufacturing over-capacity due 
to rising costs and the drop in FDI due to the difficulties foreign multinationals run into 
in operating in the country.  

China has a number of grave social problems. The regime’s strong control (whether 
permissive or repressive) over civil society is one of them. Another problem is China’s 
gargantuan urban planning schemes, which are set to lead to the greatest population 
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movements in mankind’s history. Growing instability in Tibet, Xinjiang and China as a 
whole is another key challenge. Reforming or abolishing the housing register (hukou) is 
critical for managing the problem of massive internal migrations. Meeting the rising 
aspirations of a growing middle class is also a key issue. China’s middle class now 
numbers 300 million and is forecast to double or possibly even triple between now and 
2030. As the better-off sectors of society grow, so too will the problems of social 
inequality and the resentment of the have-nots. Demographic changes will also have a 
big impact on China’s workforce and economy, given that the over-60 segment of the 
population will rise dramatically from 200 million in 2015 to over 300 million in 2030. 
Finally, notwithstanding the regime’s anti-corruption campaign, corruption will 
continue to be a key factor shaping the country’s future.  

China’s development does not take place in a vacuum. External factors are also 
important. Macro trends will undoubtedly affect China, whether directly or indirectly. 
These factors include how relations with the United States will unfold (these relations 
are increasingly competitive and tense). China’s ambiguous relationship with 
neighbouring states will also affect the country’s development and depend on how 
China behaves. Chinese nationalism is another important factor and will be affected 
by the relative decline of the United States, the rise of other regional powers, and the 
fragmented nature of international institutions. Whether China takes part in them or 
not, the global wars that may break out will have an impact on the country. Last but 
not least, there are other external factors such as the world supply of energy, energy 
prices, scientific and technological discoveries, ICT, terrorism, trans-national religious 
movements, climate change, and ups and downs in the world economy. Although 
these factors largely lie outside China’s control, they will undoubtedly affect the 
country’s development.  

Looking to the future, China will play an ever-growing role on the world stage, 
regardless of the path it takes at home. The key issue is whether China will choose to 
get on better or worse with the rest of the world. Shambaugh opines that if China 
were to choose hard authoritarianism or neo-totalitarianism, one could expect 
tenser foreign relations. With either of these options, one could expect greater 
internal repression, greater state control over the economy and a more aggressive 
military stance, especially towards China’s Asian neighbours and with the West. By 
contrast, Shambaugh believes that soft authoritarianism or semi-democracy would 
make China more likely to play by the rules of the international liberal institutions. 
Furthermore, the latter options would make Beijing less stand-offish about global 
governance. These last two paths do not imply that China will cease to be a military 
and diplomatic power in the world. However, the current strategic mistrust between 
China and many other countries would diminish given that the nations would share 
the same liberal assumptions and approaches to the world order. If China chooses 
either of the last two paths, it will have a greater chance of making successful reforms 
and forging greater overseas co-operation.  
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Shambaugh predicts that in all likelihood, China’s position in the region (and 
internationally) will be a continuation of the present state of affairs, assuming there is 
no war involving Japan, North Korea, Taiwan or even The United States — 
possibilities that cannot be ruled out if a military incident were to fuel international 
tensions. In the author’s view, the fact that this has not happened so far does not 
mean that it never will, especially bearing in mind that strategic tensions are already 
high and rising. Furthermore, all these tensions involve China.  

Following this analysis, Shambaugh concludes that China’s leaders basically have two 
options: (1) to continue on the present path of hard authoritarianism or (2) to take 
the path of soft authoritarianism. The first option will only make the Party atrophy 
faster. The strict controls reflect the 'zero sum' approach to power and a highly 
insecure regime that lacks confidence and fears those it governs. The author considers 
that China today is now more repressive than it has been at any time since the 
Tiananmen massacre. Even so, both Party members and Chinese citizens know that 
“The regime’s propaganda has lost its power, and the emperor has no clothes. No one 
believes the leaders’ edicts anymore; they just parrot them. When this occurs, as it 
did in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe, it is a key indicator that the regime lacks 
normative support even among its own members.”  

Another sign that the regime is cracking up from within (apart from rampant 
corruption) is that the economic elites, many of whom are Party members, are leaving 
the country in ever bigger numbers. In 2014, the Hurun Research Institute in Shanghai 
found that 64% of high net-worth individuals — 393 millionaires and multi-millionaires 
— have emigrated or are planning to emigrate. Rich Chinese are sending their children 
to study abroad in record numbers, given the evidence that a much better education is 
to be had outside China. They are also buying property and investing abroad at a 
record pace. Meanwhile, Beijing is filing for the extradition of a large number of 
alleged 'financial fugitives' living abroad. Shambaugh argues that when a country’s 
elite flees like this, it is a clear symptom of lack of confidence in the regime and the 
nation’s future. He believes that a combination of factors (the regime’s inability to 
fully censor the internet and social networks, the defection of officials abroad, 
divisions in the army and the security services, the falling number of intellectuals, 
rising protest and other forms of dissidence) might end up consuming the Chinese 
Community Party like a metastasised cancer.  

Xi Jinping and his comrades may think that China’s present course can be held for as 
long as the reins of power are in their hands. While Shambaugh sees this as a terrible 
mistake, he thinks that the present path is the one China is likely to stay on until the 
19th Party Congress in 2017. After this date, a more reform-based approach (whether 
it be soft authoritarianism or semi-democracy) may gain ground as China’s 
Communist Party’s elite is re-shaped. Four of the seven members of the Politburo’s 
Standing Committee will retire, as will thirteen of the twenty-five members of the 
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Politburo. This will open a window of opportunity for the reformist faction to gain 
control. In addition, nine of the twelve Politburo members who will stay on in their 
postings have reformist histories. Even if Xi Jinping were to shun reforms, this new 
coalition might be strong enough to push them through. If Xi were to try blocking 
reforms, this might lead to paralysis and clashes in the Party that could even lead to 
him being ousted.  

Although a movement towards opening and reforms would not be a panacea, it 
would certainly be a step in the right direction. Reforms have been blocked for the last 
eight years and the problems have only got worse. Reforms would remove a lot of the 
country’s bottlenecks. Shambaugh ends his analysis by warning that failure to act will 
lead to the gradual paralysis and fade-out of China’s Communist Party. 
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