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Book review 

1. Introduction 

The two books I have selected for this essay are Growing Out of the Plan: Chinese 

Economic Reform, (1978-1993) written in 1995 by Barry Naughton and Adam Smith in 

Beijing: Lineages of the Twenty-first Century written in 2007 by Giovanni Arrighi. In this 

introductory section, I will briefly introduce the main contents of these two books, 

explaining why it is relevant to compare them; this comparison will be drawn in the main 

paragraph, leaving a final space for conclusions. 

a. Barry Naughton is an American economist, professor and author born in 1951; 

after having obtained an M.A. in International Relations and a PhD in 

Economy (both at Yale University), he is currently Professor of Economics at 

the School of Global Policy and Strategy, UC San Diego. His main research 

fields are Chinese economy, economic growth, foreign investment and trade. 

Naughton’s Growing Out of the Plan: Chinese Economic Reform, (1978-

1993), which received the prestigious Ohira Memorial Prize in 1996, 

investigates the changes occurred in the Chinese economy between the late 

1970s and the early 1990s; in particular, the main focus is on the dichotomy 

“plan vs market” and on the reform path taken by the Chinese establishment. 

After having discussed, in the introductory chapter, three different models to 

reorganize a plan economy (namely: the “European rationalizing reform” of 

the 1960s, the “big bang reforms” of the 1990s and China’s “dual-track” 

system), the author takes a chronological approach, dividing his narration into 

three distinct periods: 

i. 1979-1983, when the “bird in the cage” method (p. 57) prevailed under 

the leadership of Deng Xiaoping and Chen Yun (this animal metaphor 

stands for the fundamental concept of this era: enclose the market into 

the “cage” of a planned economy); 

ii. 1984-1988, when the “dual-track” scheme (pp. 8, 180) officially 

started, thanks to Zhao Ziyang’s initiatives; here Naughton takes into 



account not only the positive effects of the reform packages but also 

the negative side of them (e.g. inflation, obstacles to contractionary 

policies); 

iii. 1989-1993, subsequent to the Tiananmen protests, when the push 

towards a market economy was decisive, overcoming also the 

discussions and tensions among the CCP. 

b. Giovanni Arrighi (1937-2009) was an Italian professor, political economist 

and sociologist who worked in institutions such as Johns Hopkins University 

and Binghamton University; among the personalities that influenced his 

research, it is possible to mention Immanuel Wallerstein, Karl Polanyi, 

Fernand Braudel and Joseph Schumpeter. His main research fields were 

sociology, political economy and international relations. 

Adam Smith in Beijing: Lineages of the Twenty-first Century can be intended 

as the continuation of The Long Twentieth Century: Money, Power, and the 

Origins of Our Times, another masterpiece from Arrighi, in which the Italian 

thinker outlined the general dynamics of capitalism, its structure and 

evolution; Adam Smith in Beijing, in its dense four sections, builds up these 

basis but broaden the horizon of the analysis, starting with a critical re-reading 

of Adam Smith’s The Wealth of Nations which is set as the cornerstone around 

which Arrighi describes the history of China, the international relations and, as 

stated in the title itself, the lineages of the XXI century. He then compares this 

vision with those advanced by other influential theorists, with the result of 

producing a constructive dialogue: from Andre Gunder Frank’s “development 

of underdevelopment” to Kenneth Pomeranz’s “great divergence”, the first 

part of Adam Smith in Beijing is rich of considerations and reflections, among 

which a key pillar can be considered the debate around “natural” and 

“unnatural” developmental paths (pp. 6, 62-63) pursued, respectively, by 

China and the Western world. Arrighi’s conceptual work is admirable in the 

sense that he asks himself “what kind of development followed China in the 

last 500 years and, more importantly, which has been its inner logic?”, giving 

an answer that recalls Smith’s fundamental distinction between internal and 

external: China always focused in its history to develop a strong internal 

market and, more generally, it had an inwards-oriented projection of political 

power, while Western countries (the European ones and, later, the US) tried to 



expand their markets (both for goods and finance) outwards, seeking bigger 

profits at the expenses of other regions.  

In the other chapters Arrighi concentrate his efforts in analysing the 

(questionable) hegemony carried out by the US, the other main character of 

this book and counterpart of China: he finds in some XIX century occurrences 

the seed for the subsequent American power expansion, such as the “fusion of 

capitalism and imperialism” (p. 239), the crisis occurred at the end of the 

century and the fierce competition between the US, Japan and Germany; 

nonetheless, the US has never been able to concretely create a true global 

state. In the final section, Arrighi tries to tie all these previous assumptions 

looking at the contemporary declining American superpower and at the 

“peaceful rise” of China, always with a special consideration for the historical 

underlayer (specifically, the fact that the Chinese society could have always 

been intended as “market economy” and not permeated by “capitalism”, using 

these two terms in a Braudellian sense). 

c. I consider that it is relevant to compare Growing Out of the Plan and Adam 

Smith in Beijing since they offer a creative way to understand the processes 

occurred behind the extraordinary growth of China from 1978 onwards, 

particularly because of their complementarity: in a certain way Arrighi’s 

analysis, focused on a longer timescale and on a “bigger picture” (including 

numerous theoretical cross-references), lays the foundation for Naughton’s 

book, which describes in detail the effective policies enforced in China and 

their evolution through the period taken into consideration.  

It is curious to notice that this link cannot be intended as chronological, since 

Growing Out of the Plan was written twelve years before Adam Smith in 

Beijing; nonetheless, I do believe that reading these two volumes 

simultaneously has dramatically improved my understanding of the processes 

at the core of China’s expansion. 

 

 

 

 



2. Development section 

 
a. Methodology 

I believe that there is a substantial difference between the two books regarding their general 

approach towards their respective contents: on one side we have Growing Out of the Plan 

which clearly puts a strong emphasis on economic aspects, detailing the specific reforms and 

policy projects that took place in China in a specific period of time (from 1978 to 1993, as the 

complete title suggests) and following a chronological order in doing so (i.e. the tripartition I 

have mentioned in the introduction: 1979-84, 1984-88, 1989-93); on the other side Adam 

Smith in Beijing can be intended as primarily concerned with the world history and, 

specifically, world economic history since it puts the Chinese economic development 

occurred in the last two decades of the XX century into a broader perspective, including the 

evolutions of capitalism during the centuries and the role that the United States played, are 

playing and will play as the hegemonic force around the globe. In other words, Naughton 

concentrated his efforts almost solely on describing China’s economic rise, on its long path of 

reforms and their impact on Chinese society, with few connections with other realities (one 

example could be, at the beginning of his book, the comparison between the three different 

models of reforming a planned economy: “European rationalization”, post-Soviet Union “big 

bang”  and China’s “dual-track”), whereas Arrighi, with its educational track rich in 

sociological and historical elements, tried to encompass his reflections and studies on the 

Chinese ascent into a much broader scheme capable of describing the transformations at a 

higher level, often establishing a dialogue with previous intellectuals and re-reading their 

works (in this sense, the connections and cross-references between Adam Smith, Karl Marx 

and Joseph Schumpeter are extraordinary). Personally I find both approaches extremely valid 

especially when they must be intersected like in the case of this book review, since 

Naughton’s analysis is able to give a detailed and meticulous insight on the different steps 

that in concrete let China soar from its relatively low status before Deng’s reform season up 

to today’s position of world power, while Adam Smith in Beijing takes a more theoretical 

stance on the matter but at the same time is capable of clarifying the long-term roots of 

economic development in China and the reasons why it is has been a winning solution. 

 



b. Complementarity 

As already briefly mentioned in the introduction to this review, I do consider that a parallel 

reading of these two books is extremely helpful since they integrate very well. For instance, 

they achieve the result of explaining why the new “social contract” (needed after the 

Communist party’s loss of political legitimacy after the Cultural Revolution) succeeded in 

reaching its main objectives (as pointed out during the course lessons): Arrighi’s analysis of 

the historical development of China is essential to understand the reasons behind the rise of 

the “Middle Kingdom” from a marginal country in the global affairs, capable of exercising 

little influence in the political and economic arena and isolated from external trade routes, to 

the status of super power, or even better, to the first credible contender against the dominance 

and hegemony of the United States, betting not on completely following the rules of the 

capitalist world but instead relying and boosting its own strengths and maintaining its social 

system apparatus (e.g. the “danwei” organization); Naughton’s study well include the 

introduction of some capitalist processes (e.g. the externalisation of markets) which have 

been crucial to let China surpass its previous economic structure, completely hinged on the 

Soviet-style plan, and, once again, I would like to emphasise how Growing Out of the Plan 

describes in a coherent way the fact that no initial blueprint was prepared to launch a 

pervasive set of reforms in 1978-79. The necessity to proceed with caution, avoiding intense 

shocks, experimenting step by step and injecting new elements of innovation according to the 

results obtained from the previous wave of changes are key elements of the Chinese socio-

economic way of thinking during the late 1970s and the 1980s that have been correctly 

portrayed both in Naughton’s book and in Adam Smith in Beijing; their different nuances and 

point of views on the matter donate therefore a further level of awareness to the reader. 

c. Common ground 

The main assumptions and hypothesis of the two authors, even if nominally different 

(Naughton states that China was able to go beyond its previous Soviet-styled planned 

economy without a precise blueprint of the necessary reforms, Arrighi sees the rise of China 

as possible global leader at the expenses of the United States thanks to the “natural” 

trajectory of its development), contain some common elements that I consider worthy of 

attention. In particular, I would like to highlight the fact that both books eventually treat the 

Chinese case as the best one when compared to the others examined: in Growing Out of the 

Plan the Chinese “dual-track” system walks away as the winner when compared with the 



“European rationalization” of the 1960s and the “big bang reforms” following the crumbling 

of the Soviet Union, surpassing the last two as the best option to move forward from a 

planned, centralized economy, while in Adam Smith in Beijing the “natural” development 

undertaken by China (counterposed to the “irrational” evolution of European and American 

economies/societies) is the correct path to choose in order to improve the nation’s status on 

the global stage. 

Another element that these two books concurrently point at is the role of capitalism: in China, 

as Arrighi reports, there is an effective market system, rich in exchanges and trade, which is a 

completely different thing (in this sense, following Braudel’s conception traceable in 

Afterthoughts on material civilization and capitalism) compared to Western capitalism; to let 

capitalism prosper some key components and mechanisms are necessary (accumulation of 

wealth from a small group of people, active collaboration of the state in supporting these 

individuals and their activities, etc.) but they do not exist in China since the government has 

always been strongly against any single person who acquired too much power or richness. 

The state in China does not identify itself with capitalism, thanks to its “natural” 

development, not centralized on foreign trade and therefore on the private enterprise; 

nonetheless the market exists, but the gains and profits of those who dwell in that reality 

(they could be labelled “proto-capitalists”) are not the main interest of the State, which is 

solely focused on the good of the nation.  

Arrighi uses the example of the Zheng family (pp. 334-335) to illustrate this phenomenon, 

which is described also in Naughton’s Growing Out of the Plan under the form of the 

successive reforms that, if on one side surely added some capitalist touches to the overall 

socialist system, on the other one continuously keeps the Communist party and its 

bureaucratic network at the reins of the Chinese society. 

I would like to raise a final point of convergence between the texts of Arrighi and Naughton, 

linked to what I have just written: the Chinese system is intrinsically different from any other 

on the planet, and what we call today “capitalism with Chinese characteristics” or “socialism 

with Chinese characteristics” (these two definitions are interchangeable, as long as we 

specify that we are talking about China) maintained peculiar traits who had their roots in the 

fifteen years between 1978 and 1993, namely a gradual approach towards reformations, a 

capillary mass education, a state drive for the social division of labour, putting the national 

interest at the first place and a use of competition directly against the insurgence of 

capitalists. 



d. Possible flaws 

Both Growing Out of the Plan and Adam Smith in Beijing attribute, after all is said and done, 

a positive opinion regarding the Chinese conduct (again, taking into account the respective 

different field of analysis). I reckon, on the other hand, that still there are side effects that the 

authors have not scrutinized in depth: for what concern Naughton’s work, even if he admits 

that the dual-track approach can last for a long period of time due to its sub-optimal use of 

resources and lack of a coherent strategy at the beginning of the process itself (indeed 

Chinese policymakers didn’t prepare a detailed blueprint “ex-ante” but chose to adopt a set of 

gradual reforms), he does not take into fully account some obstacles that have characterized 

China’s economy in the reform process and still have importance nowadays. I think, on one 

hand, that he should have focused more on the corruption problem, a great source of 

inefficiency for every bureaucracy and moreover for that of such a huge, centralised country 

like China was and, in a certain way, still is today (a fortiori because corruption could be 

interpreted as a by-product of the dual-track structure); on the other hand, as also explained in 

class by Professor Rocca, I believe that Naughton’s book is somewhat short on the inclusion 

in his study of the rural areas and the countryside realm, portions of China that have been 

crucial for its booming economy (when we think about township and village enterprises, for 

example, TVEs, which had almost 120 million employees at the beginning of the 1990s), and 

on the inclusion of the problem of leadership inside the state-owned enterprises (SOEs) at the 

end of the 1980s, when technical and entrepreneurial skills ramped up their importance at the 

expense of political power bonds and, consequently, diminished the role of the Communist 

party (indeed post Tiananmen leaders like Jiang Zemin and Li Peng came from the 

engineering world). 

Coming back to Adam Smith in Beijing, I think that Arrighi’s focus on the Chinese model and 

its superiority drove him to an excess of trust in the role of the State in the economic sector. 

Is it true that the Great Recession (which exploded just a year after the printing of Adam 

Smith in Beijing) could be seen as the decisive proof of the intrinsic fragility of the 

capitalistic economic model, with the United States at its forefront, but at the same time if we 

look at the first American industrialization or at the Japanese expansion it is possible to 

understand that those events rested on “great corporations”, big firms that were able to 

conquer the international markets, and not only on the small and medium industry that have 

been at the core of Chinese development. This vision is reinforced by looking, for example, at 

the contemporary situation in the Chinese digital sector, where few behemoths (Tencent, 



Alibaba, Xiaomi, Baidu) are in a position of oligopoly behind the national walls and have 

already started to gain reputation and market share on the international stage.  

3. Conclusion 

Growing out of the plan: Chinese Economic Reform, (1978-1993) and Adam Smith in 

Beijing: Lineages of the Twenty-first Century are two readings that provide a great amount of 

information and details useful to understand the transformations occurred in China at the eve 

of the XXI century and even comprehend how those changes have an effect on today’s 

situation. China has now the second largest economy in the world with a GDP of almost 13 

trillion US dollars while 41 years ago, before the arrival of Deng Xiaoping at power, it was 

less than 150 billion US dollars; such a vertiginous growth could be fully understood only 

going back to the reforms that modified China forever. Naughton’s approach involves an 

extensive analytical scrutiny of the concrete acts that the Chinese establishment took in order 

to overcome the typical problems of a planned economy that were beaten China up after the 

Cultural Revolution season; Arrighi’s idea is somewhat more focused on the long term, being 

his book essentially a very well executed work of world (economic) history, in which he 

depicts China’s rise in comparison with the simultaneous crisis of the global hegemon, the 

United States, and more generally of the capitalistic way of thinking proper of the West, 

including all these reasonings into the dichotomy “natural” versus “unnatural” development. 

Overall, I personally consider that the comparative review of these two books is able to shed 

a considerable quantity of light on one of the most intriguing and fundamental events of the 

recent human history, which has an will continue to have important repercussions not only 

for China itself but for the entire planet. 


