
exchanges between corrupt officials and illicit business interests. Wedeman suggests
that in this way corruption becomes “more parasitic than predatory” as it feeds off
the growing economy rather than on the economy’s vitals (p. 141). As his third expla-
nation, Wedeman argues that the Chinese state’s anti-corruption efforts have shown
partial effectiveness in preventing corruption from spiralling out of control and from
causing devastating damage to the economy.

The book not only presents robust arguments but also provides rich empirical
information. Wedeman draws empirical data from an impressive variety of sources
in his discussion of the development of China’s corruption and its characteristics
and patterns. Measuring corruption has been a daunting task in corruption studies,
but Wedeman does it in a rather compelling way. He distinguishes several measures
of corruption: the revealed rate of corruption (RRC), the actual rate of corruption
(ARC), the emerging rate of corruption (ERC), and the cumulative level of corrup-
tion (CLC). By discussing the possibility of assessing each of them, Wedeman cor-
rectly points out that because measuring the ARC and ERC is difficult or
impossible and the RRC hardly reflects the reality, only the CLC can approximate
the actual level of corruption. Thus, he skilfully triangulates various measures as
references to demonstrate that high-level corruption did not begin to rise until
more than a decade after the advent of reform in China.

Wedeman’s book is an important contribution to the literature of both contempor-
ary Chinese politics and corruption studies. While students of Chinese politics and
society may be interested in his analysis of the paradoxical relationship between
rapid growth and rising corruption in China, others may find the book informative
and attention-grabbing in its rich description of corruption and how it is understood
and tackled in China. The book is thus worth reading not only by students of corrup-
tion but also by anyone who has interest in obtaining a better understanding of con-
temporary Chinese society and its economic transformation.

T ING GONG
tgong2@cityu.edu.hk

Poverty and Development in China: Alternative Approaches to Poverty Assessment
CA I Z H E N L U
London and New York: Routledge, 2012
xxviii + 274 pp. £85.00
ISBN 978-0-415-61822-9 doi:10.1017/S0305741012000963

The persistence of poverty in many parts of China despite over 30 years of rapid
growth continues to exercise the Party leadership. We know that this poverty has
many causes. In part it reflects adverse physical geography: it is hard to imagine
how communities dotted across the Himalayan plateau will ever be rich in the
absence of large state subsidies. But poverty also reflects forces as diverse as the oper-
ation of class processes, and the imperial project relentless pursued by the Han state
throughout its colonies in western China. Yet, important though these policy ques-
tions are, they put the cart before the horse. Effective solutions can only be designed
when the underlying problem – the extent of poverty – is accurately diagnosed, and
here much remains to be done. We are therefore fortunate that the subject of poverty
identification and measurement in China is capable of attracting able scholars such as
Caizhen Lu.
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Lu’s purpose is not to provide us with an overall estimate of Chinese poverty. Her
book provides a terse and useful summary of the existing literature on that macro
question, but her principal aim is to provide a detailed examination of the extent
of poverty in Jiankang, a village of 473 households located in Wuding county,
Yunnan, during 2005–06. The results make for compelling reading because Lu
shows that the extent of poverty in this one village is remarkably sensitive to how pov-
erty is defined and measured. Four different approaches to measuring poverty are set
out in successive chapters. First, Lu measures poverty using the official definition of
poor households. This official approach is intensely political, and Lu provides fasci-
nating insight into the process. In essence, what happens is that the national govern-
ment estimates poverty at the county level by applying the national poverty line to the
distribution of country income as implied by the national rural household survey car-
ried out in that county. It is then left to the county government to allocate poverty
quotas to villages within the county based on local knowledge of average per capita
village income. In Jiankang, this led to around 40 per cent of the population being
designated as poor. Village leaders in turn identify poor households in their village.
Although this approach can work in principle, it is problematic because counties dis-
pute the national survey data (Wuding county claimed 160,000 poor people in 2004 as
opposed to the survey estimate of 68,000) and because the use of quotas inevitably
confers enormous power on county and village leaders.

Lu’s second approach is to conduct an income survey in Jiankang village and then
to apply various subsistence-based poverty lines. This approach alone yields enor-
mous variation. The national poverty line produces a poverty incidence of 5.5 per
cent, but once this is adjusted to allow for higher local prices, poverty climbs to
almost 21 per cent. The application of the World Bank’s US$1.25 per day line,
adjusted for local prices, increases the incidence still further to 38 per cent. If a
local poverty line is used – for example, many of Jiankang’s villagers engage in
heavy manual labour and therefore around 2,775 calories per day of food are needed
as opposed to the 2,393 calories national norm – fully 47 per cent are classified as
poor.

Yet one of the great strengths of Lu’s book is that she is not content with these two
approaches to poverty, illuminating though they are. She argues that we need to
involve the poor in deciding how to define poverty, so that they become subjects
rather than objects in the poverty measurement process. It is, in Lu’s words, a “…
holistic and people-centred approach [which] … asserts the primacy of local knowl-
edge over externally determined arbitrary measurement criteria” (p. 142). This type
of participatory poverty assessment has often been employed in other countries
and, not surprisingly, it provides a very different perspective on poverty in
Jiankang. For villagers, income levels are only one factor to take into account. For
them, the amount of debt, the extent of leisure time, the degree to which households
can access public goods (health care, transport, telecoms) and asset ownership are all
key indicators of poverty. In addition, there is a social dimension to the way they
regard poverty: for many women in the village, the most obviously poor households
are bachelor households. Aggregating these various components produces a poverty
rate of 34 per cent. Fourth and finally, Lu looks at the degree of poverty in Jiankang
using a range of human development indicators. This multidimensional poverty indi-
cator approach is also quite commonly applied in other countries (especially India),
but it has not been used much in analysing Chinese poverty.

The net result is a volume of quite extraordinary empirical richness, which offers a
rare insight into the extent of poverty at a local level. And the results are remarkable:
depending on how poverty is defined and measured, somewhere between 5 and 47 per
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cent of Jiankang’s population were poor in 2005. More remarkably still, only 1 per
cent of Jiankang’s households were poor according to all four approaches. In one
sense, none of this is surprising: we know that poverty estimates are sensitive to
how poverty is defined and measured. Nevertheless, to find this degree of variation
in a single village is quite extraordinary, and we are in Lu’s debt for illuminating
the point so graphically.

For all that, generalization from this type of work is difficult. Jiankang is anything
but a typical Chinese village. Every part of the village stands more than 2,300 metres
above sea level, it was hit by an earthquake in 1995, and 57 per cent of its population
is non-Han. It is therefore not surprising either that the incidence of poverty is high,
or that different poverty measures produce such varied outcomes for this sort of dif-
ferentiated socio-economic landscape. I also find Lu’s attachment to participatory
poverty assessment rather unconvincing. To be sure, she outlines some of the pro-
blems – allowing the population to self-assess whether they are poor inevitably
inflates poverty; the well-off in China are hardly likely to support poverty relief
when assessment is so “subjective”; aggregation of different indices requires the use
of arbitrarily chosen weights; and it is impossible to compare rates of poverty across
different parts of the People’s Republic. Nevertheless, Lu does seem excessively sym-
pathetic to participatory poverty assessment. This is all the more surprising given the
strictures she directs towards the official approach, which makes extensive use of local
knowledge (albeit the knowledge of local officials) and which often allows villagers to
voice their objections to the poverty list at public meetings, thus making it a genuinely
participatory process. For all that, this is a fascinating book which demonstrates the
way in which research for a doctoral dissertation can lead to a splendid contribution
to scholarship and to knowledge.

CHR I S BRAMALL
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The discussion of China’s growing prominence in international life attracts increasing
attention from publics, policy-makers and scholars alike. Usually side-lined by the
mainstream, such interest towards China’s roles and attitudes on the world stage
has grown exponentially in the context of the deepening economic crisis across
Europe and North America – the traditional locales of powers and influence in
world politics. Indicative of the emergent weight and significance of non-Western
actors on the global stage, the trend set by China seems to challenge the conventional
frameworks of international relations.

In this setting, most commentators suggest a nascent “Sinicization” of global poli-
tics – seemingly confirmed by China’s extensive involvement in the developing world.
According to a number of commentators, backstopping this global drive (primarily
for resources) are the perceived and actual aspirations of Beijing’s external outlook.
Thus, more often than not, the contention in the literature is that regardless of
whether China chooses to develop a cooperative or conflictual stance, it will neverthe-
less have an important bearing on the patterns and practices of world affairs. This
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