
official sources in China, as well as systematic references to the experiences and devel-
opmental paths of other countries which faced similar challenges during industrializa-
tion. Not least, the authors deserve credit for venturing to present bold evaluations
and ambitious expectations regarding China’s future greener development. Taken
together, this book is a treasure trove for policy makers (for whom these analyses
have assumedly been compiled in the first place), for readers interested in China’s eco-
nomic structures and related pollution output, and for anyone fascinated by econo-
metric modelling. However, everybody else might find this book less appealing.

This may be due to the fact that the whole book mainly consists of models and pol-
icy advice. It does not contain much real in-depth, social science analysis. Chapters
start with sentences such as “Shanghai should…” or “Beijing must…” and most
often do not diverge from this advisory style of writing. Even the so-called case stud-
ies in the second part of the book are rather presentations of data and models and a
collection of recommendations. Moreover, the authors here repeat many of the points
already mentioned as general advice presented in the first half of the book.

Furthermore, the whole study is very much aligned with the official, government-
controlled formulation of the problem. One chapter starts, for instance, by stating
that “[s]ince January 2013, many Chinese cities have suffered severe PM2.5 pollution
…” (p. 199). In fact, the problem – that had of course existed long before – only
peaked in 2013, finally prompting massive public debate, and was then eventually
put on the agenda of crucial political issues. Moreover, the authors’ suggestions do
not crucially extend or challenge the central policy measures already launched or dis-
cussed in China. The actual structural problems that exist are mentioned, but they
somehow drown in a continuous stream of numbers and figures. Crucial actors,
including consumers, their interactions and the wider societal structures in China
and beyond, on which all the suggested measures ultimately hinge, are largely left
out of the picture. Thus, it becomes rather difficult for the reader to access the feasi-
bility of the recommended steps and measures.

In summary, this book is a valuable source of data that researchers and teachers
alike may find helpful in their approaches to understanding and illustrating the rela-
tionship of economic structures and air pollution in China.

ANNA L . AHLER S
a.l.ahlers@ikos.uio.no

Governing the Commons in China
YAN ZHANG
London and New York: Routledge, 2017
xi + 268 pp. £115.00
ISBN 978-1-138-69669-3 doi:10.1017/S030574101700114X

Governing the Commons is a landmark study by Nobel Prize winner Elinor Ostrom,
who helped debunk the notion of the “tragedy of the commons” by showing how
rules can emerge from the bottom up to ensure an efficient, sustainable and shared
management of resources. In a similar vein, the title under review here attempts to
define and explain the rules governing common resources in China.

The book first provides a limited review of the commons literature before explicat-
ing a Chinese understanding of the concept. In the second half of the text, Zhang uses
the case of the Lancang River, which runs predominately through Yunnan, to
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illustrate her claims, focusing on water management systems and the socio-economic
effects of building hydropower plants along the river basin. The case study relies on
archival sources and fieldwork, carried out in 2012–13, focusing mainly on the
Huaneng Hydro-Lancang Company, a state-owned enterprise. Although the data is
presented in general terms (without any specific quotations from interviewees),
these chapters provide a good example of how central and local authorities operate
through both formal and informal institutions to govern water resources and supply
electricity to the region. Drawing from this example, the author presents a theoretical
framework of the commons (translated here as gonggong) using the concepts of tian-
xia (all under heaven) and the Grand Union (da tong). She argues that the Chinese
commons has a dual structure: public authority and communal sharing. The former
refers to state bureaucracy, which in the author’s view is an inescapable fact of
Chinese history and society; the latter concerns a “people oriented philosophy” of
sharing in common (p. 52). Together, Zhang argues, these concepts provide us
with a feasible approach to global governance.

The author promotes the idea of an integrated commons including natural
resources, institutional commons which deliver public goods, and more intangible
commons such as culture and identity. Zhang argues that when investigating a com-
mons, such as Lancang, it is inappropriate to consider welfare or security arrange-
ments within the area as exogenous factors. Throughout the text she is highly
critical of the commons literature, writing, for example “that homo economicus fea-
tures in commons literature, stripped of social and cultural attributes” (p. 34), and
that institutional and intangible commons have been “largely forgotten” by commons
scholars (p. 33). It is telling that Zhang gives no citations to indicate who perpetuates
these flaws. In fact, a well-known adage from the commons literature is that there are
no commons without commoners. In other words, there is a widespread understand-
ing that the commons are a social system, not just a resource – that is, despite the
author’s understanding, most commons scholars would assert that the commons
refer to a resource plus the values and norms devised by a defined community to man-
age a resource for collective benefit.

A dominant theme in the book is that Western understandings of the commons are
not appropriate for the Chinese context. A key aspect of the author’s argument is that
Western concepts of the commons fail to appreciate how, in China, state authority
plays a significant role in managing common pool resources. Zhang claims that stud-
ies on civil society and collective action in China are foreign given that they are rooted
in Western civilization and thus cannot account for Chinese particularities. This
seems to ignore the ample body of literature on civil society in China which recog-
nizes the role of the state. Anthony Spires’ notion of contingent symbiosis is one
example of how the literature has not, contrary to Zhang, tried to premise Chinese
civil sphere on Western theories. Similarly, the author argues that Ostrom’s work
“does not apply to China” (p. 252). One of Ostrom’s principles for governing the
commons was polycentrism, which refers to a plurality of interdependent decision-
making centres. Yet only three pages after dismissing Ostrom, Zhang proclaims
that one of the key features of the Grand Union is “polycentric governance”
(p. 255). The author makes no attempt to reconcile these statements. Her claims
are further undermined by insisting that commons studies have focused on the
West and that “all modern theories of the commons originated from a Western local-
ity and philosophy” (p. 34). In fact, Ostrom conducted her fieldwork in Japan, Nepal
and Indonesia.

One gets the sense in reading this book that the author’s real target is not the com-
mons per se but rather providing a justification for the utility of tianxia and Grand
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Union as alternatives to the nation-state system. Zhang claims that “the concept of
tianxia and Grand Union are culturally acceptable in the great Asian circle”
(p. 253). She seems to base this claim on the family-oriented nature of the region.
But one wonders how those in Southeast Asia, with historical memory of the tribu-
tary system, would feel about this or whether ethnic minorities in China today find
state intrusions on their religion and language “culturally acceptable” or not. This
is one of the many problems with tianxia: it seeks to incorporate difference through
forced assimilation. Although Zhang cites some of the problems from forced migra-
tion as a result of hydropower plants in Yunnan, she never really pauses to acknow-
ledge, much less explore, the limits of a hierarchical worldview which theories such as
tianxia rely upon.

Despite these issues, the book is not without merit. The author has identified an
important area of study in need of further work. It is quite likely that the Chinese
commons requires a re-think of existing concepts and theories. One size does not
necessarily fit all as the author highlights. But whether tianxia and Grand Union
are the keys to understanding the commons in China requires a far more critical
investigation than presented here. Nonetheless, the book will appeal to those inter-
ested in these concepts and to those who research water management policies and
hydropower in China.

M I CHAEL BARR
michael.barr@ncl.ac.uk

Networking China: The Digital Transformation of the Chinese Economy
Y U HONG
Urbana, Chicago and Springfield: University of Illinois Press, 2017
225 pp. $28.00
ISBN 978-0-252-08239-9 doi:10.1017/S0305741017001151

Yu Hong’s book Networking China: The Digital Transformation of the Chinese
Economy is an important contribution to the increasing body of literature on
Chinese digital media and communication. It provides a timely account of the history
and political economy of major transformations in Chinese telecommunications,
digital media and ICT manufacturing – core components of Hong’s sweeping term
“communications.” Based on extensive literature reviews from both English and
Chinese sources, it is a much-needed critical account and analysis of China’s engage-
ment with ICTs, telecommunications and digital media in the context of the state’s
grand strategy to forge a network-based economy. It reinforces a new direction for
academic research on Chinese digital media and communication, away from a
focus on political control/censorship and online citizen activism/civil society (which
are the spotlights of Western discourses) or the neo-technonationalist discourse on
ICT for development within China, toward a political economy analysis of commu-
nications at the structural, systematic and transnational level. It paints a big picture
without losing sight of nuances at the meso and micro levels. “Communications” is
taken as comprising a wide range of hardware, software and services. It spans smart-
phone assembly lines, fibre-optic broadband infrastructure and 3 G ecosystems, smart
home concepts, equipment and content, global internet and network governance, and
cross-platform and cross-border public–private alliances and conflicts. Echoing Dan
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