
youth, middle age, to old age. While this metaphor is a tempting and at
times useful one, it is not obviously correct. One problem is the level of
analysis. Focusing on democracy as a mode of government really involves a
set of discrete institutions, some of which appear to be going strong. If all
things must end, how do we explain the continued reliance on, say, the ideas
of law, rights, or majority voting, which have been around for thousands of
years? After all, even democracy’s antagonists these days use democratic
forms, with elections, courts, and constitutions. These things are compo-
nents of democracy, but not the phenomenon itself, which arguably has a
more systemic quality. But why the system fails while some component parts
can endure is not clear. Perhaps a better metaphor would be to treat systems
of government as technologies that are invented, spread, and eventually are
replaced by something better.

While the book strikes a sober tone, it is hardly glib. Runciman recognizes
that democratic societies have great capacity for internal renewal. As he
notes, democracy in the United States has shown an amazing ability to
reinvigorate itself in its darkest hours. When democracy gets stuck, we tend
to expand the franchise and to reinvigorate participation. Another point to
note in this regard is that the news of late has not been all bad. While
populist leaders are on the rise in Europe and authoritarians are spreading
their influence in many other parts of the world, there have also been a few
hopeful bright spots. Armenia’s “Velvet Revolution” of 2018 witnessed mass
protests that threw out a corrupt leader. That same year, Sri Lanka’s de-
mocracy withstood an attempt by Mahinda Rajapaksa to come back through
barely legitimate means. Many third‐wave democracies, from South Korea to
Chile, seem to be performing fine, despite challenges.

The point is that what appears to be a wave of backsliding might simply
be a blip on a long‐term upward trend, driven by citizens who wish for
control over their lives. Let us hope so, but in the meantime, Runciman is a
good guide to start contemplating the alternatives.

TOM GINSBURG
University of Chicago Law School

Quest for Status: Chinese and Russian Foreign Policy by
Deborah Welch Larson and Alexei Shevchenko. New Haven,
CT, Yale University Press, 2019. 352 pp. $40.00.

Deborah Welch Larson and Alexei Shevchenko are giants in the rapidly
growing research area on status in world politics. The theoretical framework
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at the center of Quest for Status has, for good reason, become enormously
influential since the authors first articulated it more than 15 years ago. The
argument borrows insights from social identity theory (SIT) to construct a
neat taxonomy of status‐seeking strategies: social mobility emulates the
“values, norms, and practices” of higher‐status actors in order to “be ad-
mitted to more prestigious institutions or clubs” (p. 6); social competition
aims to “equal or surpass the dominant group on the value dimension by
which its superior status is measured”—typically military and economic
power (p. 9); social creativity seeks status on dimensions other than those
defining the dominant state’s advantage or constituting elite groups
(pp. 11–14). Perceptions of international social conditions drive strategic
choices: when elite clubs are open to new members, states prefer mobility;
when they are “impermeable” and the status hierarchy seems illegitimate
and amenable to change, they choose competition; otherwise, they attempt
creativity (pp. 6, 7, 11). The book applies the model to interpret 500 years of
Chinese and Russian foreign policy.

Larson and Shevchenko’s most valuable contribution is their effort to
document the ubiquity of status concerns for Chinese and Russian leaders
across widely varying temporal and political contexts. Quest for Status is less
successful in its attempt to categorize and explain the ambiguous and
multifaceted ways in which these concerns affected Russian and Chinese
foreign policy. Strategic classifications are sometimes confusing and con-
tradictory. Quest for Status dismisses Peter the Great’s adoption of Western
“social mores, dress, architecture, imagery, education, and industry” as
overshadowed by his war against Sweden, which reflected a competitive
orientation. But one could easily reverse this coding and interpret the Great
Northern War as part of a broader orientation toward mobility aimed at
becoming a “European” power (p. 37). The book interprets Deng Xiaoping’s
effort to modernize China’s economy and open it to the world as social
creativity (pp. 137–142). But emulating Western ideas and practices to im-
prove China’s economic position also seems to meet the criteria for mobility
and competition.

Moreover, the central concept of impermeability does less work than the
theory implies it should. For instance, Russia’s aggressive foreign policy in
the decades after losing the Crimean War appears as an instance of social
competition (p. 25). But Russia—while weakened and humiliated—re-
mained a European great power after 1856. How can St. Petersburg’s Asian
expansion and war against Japan have been driven by the perception that a
club it was already in was impermeable?

I argue elsewhere that these kinds of problems stem from a “mis-
translation” of SIT (see “Lost in Translation: Social Identity Theory and the
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Study of Status in World Politics,” International Studies Quarterly 61
[December 2017], p. 821). The least satisfying element of Quest for Status is
that the book depicts its theoretical framework as a straightforward appli-
cation of social psychological insights, without acknowledging or justifying
its deviations from these. Readers should be aware that Quest for Status does
not represent the only—or necessarily the most productive—way of using
SIT to understand how national status dynamics influence foreign policy.

Still, this book constitutes the fullest expression of one of the most in-
fluential frameworks for understanding how states seek status in world
politics. Its arguments and evidence must be engaged as this crucial research
program advances.

STEVEN WARD
Cornell University

Currency Statecraft: Monetary Rivalry and Geopolitical Ambition
by Benjamin J. Cohen. Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 2019.
208 pp. Paper, $25.00.

It is often said of movies that sequels rarely live up to the original film. That
supposed truism does not hold with respect to Benjamin J. Cohen’s new
book, Currency Statecraft: Monetary Rivalry and Geopolitical Ambition,
which deftly picks up where his previous book, 2015’s Currency Power, left
off. In Currency Power, Cohen explained how currency internationalization
—the process by which a state’s national currency comes to be used by
market actors outside the country of issue—enhances the issuing state’s
material capabilities. In Currency Statecraft, he turns his attention to what
issuing states do with those capabilities once they obtain them.

At the heart of the book is Cohen’s challenge to what he calls the
“Immaculate Conception of Power”: the notion that once a state’s
capabilities are enhanced through the possession of an international
currency (IC), it will necessarily respond by using those capabilities to
promote its own interests. This, Cohen argues, is out of step with both
theory and practice. States that issue ICs, he rightly contends, have a range
of policy options available to them.

These options fit under the broad concept of currency statecraft, defined
as “the strategic management of a country’s money to advance political ob-
jectives in international affairs” (p. 31). In general, Cohen explains, states can
adopt proactive policies in favor of internationalization, they can implement
measures to limit internationalization, or they can simply do nothing at all.
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