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Research on the history of rice in Asia is a relatively well-established field, with
Francesca Bray as one of its central scholars. Its emergence has been closely
linked to the questions of (under)development in the 1960s and 70s posed by
Clifford Geertz about Java, and Sir Joseph Needham and Mark Elvin about
China.! Furthermore, the subject of Asian rice research was developed some-
what earlier than rice research on the Atlantic.? It is notable that these two
regional research areas had never intersected until, in a truly historical event,
scholars from both fields met for the first time in 2011, at a workshop entitled
“The New Histories of Rice”, held at the Max Planck Institute for the History of
Science in Berlin. The workshop was convened by the four editors of this
volume: Francesca Bray from the University of Edinburgh, who is well-known
for her work on the development of Asian rice economies, Peter A. Coclanis
from the University of North Carolina, famous for his work on the rice economy
of the South Carolina low country, Edda L. Fields-Black from Carnegie Mellon
University, a specialist in early and pre-colonial African history and the African
diaspora, and Dagmar Schédfer, Director of Department 3: “Artefacts,
Knowledge, and Action” at the Max Planck Institute for the History of Science
in Berlin, renowned for her work on knowledge and technology in Ming China.’
The workshop was a pivotal encounter that created a real stir amongst the
community of rice researchers, who have been waiting for this publication ever
since. Four years later, Rice: Global Networks and New Histories emerged from
this encounter, a volume that contains contributions by some of the most
distinguished scholars of the history of rice. Embedding rice into the global
history of capitalism, the contributions address various aspects of

1 Geertz 1963; Needham 1969; Elvin 1973. Here one should also mention Karl August Wittfogel’s
concept of ‘oriental despotism’, which he linked to large-scale irrigation works, and which has
influenced debates in the field substantively. Wittfogel 1957; see also introduction by Bray 2015: 11.
2 For early works, see e. g. Littlefield 1981; Coclanis 1989.

3 Bray 1986; Coclanis 1989; Fields-Black 2008; Schafer 2011.
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consumption, production, ideology and practice. In this way, they provide the

reader with fresh multidisciplinary insights — not only around the history of the

crop, but also about its present and future, reaching far beyond the realm of
rice itself.

Rice comprises a foreword by Giorgio Riello from the University of Warwick,
who is a renowned scholar of the global history of cotton and other material
goods, then an introduction by Francesca Bray, and 15 chapters by individual
scholars or groups of academics:

1. “Global Visions vs. Local Complexity: Experts Wrestle with the Problem of
Development” by Jonathan Harwood, History of Science at the University of
Manchester, known for his work on the history of plant breeding in early
twentieth-century Germany;

2. “Rice, Sugar, and Livestock in Java, 1820-1940: Geertz’s Agricultural
Involution 50 Years On” by Peter Boomgaard, Environmental and
Economic History at the KITLV/Royal Netherlands Academy of Arts and
Sciences, Leiden, well-known for his work on the economic history of
Java; and Pieter M. Kroonenberg, Social Science at Leiden University,
renowned for his research on data analysis and statistical methods;

3. “A Desire to Eat Well: Rice and the Market in Eighteenth-Century China” by
Sui-Wai Cheung, History/Research Centre for Ming-Qing Studies at the
Chinese University of Hong Kong, an established scholar in the field of
market integration in eighteenth-century China;

4. “Rice and Maritime Modernity: The Modern Chinese State and the South
China Sea Rice Trade” by Seung-Joon Lee, History at the National University
of Singapore, a recognised researcher in the history of food production and
consumption in modern China;

5. “Promiscuous Transmission and Encapsulated Knowledge: A Material-
Semiotic Approach to Modern Rice in the Mekong Delta” by David Biggs,
History at the University of California-Riverside, known for his research on
nation-building and nature in the Mekong Delta;

6. “Red and White Rice in the Vicinity of Sierra Leone: Linked Histories of
Slavery, Emancipation, and Seed Selection” by Bruce L. Mouser, History at
the University of Wisconsin-La Crosse, acknowledged expert in the field of
African and African-American history; Edwin Nuijten from the Louis Bolk
Institute, Driebergen, Netherlands, recognised for his work on plant breed-
ing and sustainable production chains; Florent Okry from the National
University of Benin, Cotonou, a respected scientist and co-ordinator of
agricultural R&D projects; and Paul Richards, Technology and Agrarian
Development at Wageningen University, a renowned anthropologist of agri-
cultural technology in West Africa;
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10.

1Lk

12,

13.

14,

15.

“Rice and Rice Farmers in the Upper Guinea Coast and Environmental
History” by co- editor Edda L. Fields-Black;

“Reserving Water: Environmental and Technological Relationships with
Colonial South Carolina Inland Rice Plantations” by Hayden R. Smith,
History at the College of Charleston, known for his historical studies of the
South Carolina low country;

“Asian Rice in Africa: Plant Genetics and Crop History” by Erik Gilbert,
History at Arkansas State University, Jonesboro, known for his historical
economic research on East Africa;

“When Jola Granaries Were Full” by Olga F. Linares from the Smithsonian
Tropical Research Institute, Panama City, a renowned anthropologist of the
cultural ecology of Panama and Casamance, Senegal;*

“Of Health and Harvests: Seasonal Mortality and Commercial Rice
Cultivation in the Punjab and Bengal Regions of South Asia” by Lauren
Minsky, History at New York University—Abu Dhabi, known for her inter-
disciplinary historical research on the Indian Ocean world;

“The Cultural Meaning of Work: The ‘Black Rice Debate’ Reconsidered” by
Walter Hawthorne, History at Michigan State University, East Lansing,
acknowledged for his historical work on West African rice and slavery;
“White Rice: The Midwestern Origins of the Modern Rice Industry in the
United States” by co-editor Peter A. Coclanis;

“Rice and the Path of Economic Development in Japan” by Penelope
Francks from the School of Oriental and African Studies, London, an expert
on rural economic development in Japan;

“Commodities and Anti-Commodities: Rice on Sumatra 1915-1925” by Harro
Maat, Knowledge, Technology and Innovation at Wageningen University,
who is known, inter alia, for his work on the history of agricultural science
in the Netherlands and its former colonies.

The chapters are arranged — thematically, not regionally or chronologically —

in three parts:

Part I: “Purity and promiscuity” contains Chapters 1-6. It relates to the

strategies and complex interplay of maintaining or breeding specific rice varieties,
be it “[..] as commodity, as food, and as symbol of national strength and
modernity”.” Part II: “Environmental matters” comprises Chapters 7-11. It refers
mainly to the natural environment and to “[...] the ways that rice-growing societies

4 Since Olga F. Linares passed away in 2014, this is one of her final works. Smithsonian
Tropical Research Institute, Panama 2014.
5 Bray 2015: 40.
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have adapted the crop to their environment and adapted their environment to the
crop”,® often in the framework of specific encounters between different, unequal
societies and land use systems. According to Fields-Black, the contributions in this
section have been particularly challenged by the lack of historical data on envir-
onmental history.” In response to this, they introduce stimulating interdisciplinary
sources and methods that may contribute to the historical study of the natural
environment. Part III: “Power and control” includes Chapters 12-15. Power and
control are themes that have been overarching in the history of rice (and therefore
would apply to the other chapters as well), especially regarding wet rice cultiva-
tion, with its particular requirements for water management and sizeable
demands for skilled labour. The chapters in the third part tackle both faces of
power and control: domination and resistance. They do so, for example, in
contexts of slavery, colonisation, and under specific market conditions.

As Francesca Bray states in her introduction, the three organising themes
are usually perceived as “[...] conceptual bridges to disciplines currently setting
trends in global history, respectively: the history of science, environmental
history, and studies of governmentality”.®

Each part includes an additional introductory chapter, written by the co-
editors. The book ends with a detailed bibliography and an index. There is no
joint conclusion; however, this is not a major omission, given the comprehen-
sive and analytical introductory sections.

I will first remark on the book’s structure. As is usual in an edited volume,
the combined bibliography contains a wealth of different bodies of literature,
arranged alphabetically. For example, the historical sources listed range from
personal memoirs, colonial records, gazettes, bulletins, official registers and
directories, slaver’s log books, deed books and demographic statistics to agri-
cultural and health reports from various government bodies — to name just a
few. Most of the literature quoted is in English, although some are given in other
languages, notably Chinese and Japanese, as well as former colonial power
languages such as Dutch, French and Portuguese. The volume is generally
extremely well copy-edited, with only few spelling or bibliographical mistakes,
such as an article by Gongalo D. Santos,’ which is mistakenly cited under the
name of a different author. Finally, there are three highly informative overview
maps at the beginning of the volume, about rice in Asia, in Europe and Africa,
and in Africa and the Americas. These contain data from several contributions,

6 Fields-Black 2015: 163.
7 Fields-Black 2015: 165.
8 Bray 2015: 4.
9 Santos 2011.
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for example regarding the geographic distribution of rice varieties, or imports
and exports. Moreover, there are several instructive maps and graphics in
individual contributions. However, if updated for a second edition, the book
might benefit from the addition of maps in some of the chapters that lack any
images, to aid comprehension of the complex micro-histories of some regions
and local societies that readers may be less familiar with, e. g. in West Africa.

With regard to its content, Rice is highly ambitious in being the first volume
ever to attempt to write a global and comparative history — or rather histories - of
rice. Obviously, as Riello acknowledges in his foreword, a singular global history of
rice would be too complex to be truly comprehensive. Therefore, the volume focuses
on the past 400 to 500 years of rice cultivation, a time frame bounded by the
“discovery” of the Americas'® and by colonial and capitalist expansion.'! Moreover,
because it would not be feasible for the book to cover every single rice-growing area
in the world, it focuses on some of the main rice-growing regions in the Americas,
West Africa, and Asia. The editors are well aware that this can only be a work in
progress, generating new and exciting questions and directions to be followed by
future research in the field.’? As Bray states in her introduction, “[...] the regional
histories of rice as crop, as food, and as commodity have been inextricably
entangled with the emergence of the early-modern world economy and with the
global networks and commodity flows of industrial capitalism”.”

Nevertheless, the book provides a stimulating departure from previous rice
historians, who have mainly focused on their own geographic areas of research
and engaged in their own related debates. Historians of Asia acknowledge Bray
for contributing to this field with at least two books, the volume on Agriculture in
Joseph Needham’s impressive book series Science and Civilisation in China, and
The Rice Economies: Technology and Development in Asian Societies.!* In this,
she argued that China did not stagnate after the Song period, but instead
followed its own distinctive path of economic development.

In contrast, the “black rice thesis” has dominated the debate of Atlantic
historians. This debate is headed by scholars such as Littlefield and Carney (who
have not contributed chapters to the volume under review), as well as their
critics, such as the co-editor Coclanis and Eltis etal.® This debate centres

10 Riello 2015: xiv.

11 Bray 2015: 3, 9.

12 Bray 2015: 5.

13 Bray 2015: 2.

14 Bray 1984, 1986.

15 Littlefield 1981; Carney 2001; Coclanis 2002; Eltis et al. 2007. The latter did not contribute
chapters to the volume under review.
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around the highly-contested question of the role and scope of socio-technical
knowledge which was held by West African slaves in rice plantation schemes in
the Americas, especially in the southern United States and among Maroons in
Brazil. The question was how far risiculture in the Americas would have been
possible without slaves’ knowledge and skills. The discussion tackles “[...] big
issues about knowledge, inequality, power, and the sources of wealth [...]”,
perceiving rice farming as an essential component of the emergence of a modern
capitalist economy.®

This is a debate which scholars of Asia will find surprising, because rice
research in densely-populated Asian regions has tended to focus on the much-
disputed question of “agricultural involution”, which Geertz posited in regard
to Java,” or “growth without development”, as scholars such as Elvin and
Huang assert about early-modern China.’® This Asia-related thesis, in turn,
refers to the intensification of rice cultivation through the absorption of high
numbers of labour which, however, did not lead to substantial economic
development. The Asia debate stands in contrast to the Atlantic “black rice
thesis”, which does not view rice as an inhibitor, but as a motor of economic
development.*

Hence, bringing these two debates, their surrounding arguments and ques-
tions together in a highly-coherent edited volume, indicating cross-cutting
themes as well as contradictions and tensions, and fostering an active dialogue
between their respective scholars is, without a doubt, one of the great achieve-
ments of Rice. Engaged readers will be left stunned by this conjunction and
intrigued about where this confrontation of two formerly so dominant, yet
separate, debates may lead.

A further merit that results from this encounter between two opposing dis-
courses is the wealth of different perspectives that connect both micro- and macro-
levels of analysis. Rather than focusing merely on the economic history of the
crop, rice is studied, juxtaposed and contrasted — if not theorised — from manifold
perspectives, highlighting differences and similarities across space and time. Rice
is analysed from very different, often intersecting points of departure, such as

16 Bray 2015: 10.

17 Geertz 1963.

18 Elvin 1973; Huang 1990.

19 Bray 2015: 1, 3, 10. Japan, with its “industrious revolution” (Hayami, 1992; his earlier
publications from the 1960s are in Japanese) was long perceived as a special case, see
Chapter 14 by Penelope Francks.
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production,” consumption,” the knowledge, skill and agency of its cultivators,”
science and technology,” the ideological as well as the practiced realms,”* the
state,” the market,”® and the individual.”’ Together, the histories resulting from
these various notions highlight the complexity of rice as a crop, as well as its
multifaceted historical trajectories, their conjunctions and divergences, and the
multiple agents involved. By way of presenting many in-depth, often empirical
micro-level examples that emphasise their own local logics, the volume draws a
complex picture that weaves together a range of different topics. Hereby, it
effectively evades the pitfalls of Western ethnocentrism or simple dualistic mod-
els. At the same time, each contribution itself challenges prevailing narratives, for
example, about the benefits of intensified agricultural production in British
India,” or the inefficiency of shifting cultivation in Sumatra.”® Last but not
least, the publication as a whole also challenges the meta-narrative that writing
a global history should be linear and uniform, and should depart from any large-
scale historical analysis.*”

Most of the chapters do not explicitly focus on global issues, but on one
aspect that eventually involves various regions, such as the flow of seeds
between West Africa and Brazil.®' Nevertheless, since markets, consumer
needs, quests for development, and flows of rice seeds ultimately connect
local producers to international endeavours and connect the local to the global
level and, despite the case study approach of many chapters,? the book does
not lose sight of overarching global issues, such as the role of international
markets,> issues of (anti)commodification,* or agricultural modernisation.>

20 E.g. Chapter 8 by Smith, and Chapter 10 by Linares.

21 E. g. Chapter 3 by Cheung.

22 E. g. Chapter 6 by Mouser et al.

23 E. g. Chapter 5 by Biggs, and Chapter 8 by Smith.

24 E.g. Chapter 1 by Harwood.

25 E. g. Chapter 4 by Lee.

26 E.g. Chapter 3 by Cheung.

27 E.g. Chapter 4 by Lee, and Chapter 13 by Coclanis.

28 Chapter 11 by Minsky.

29 Chapter 15 by Maat.

30 Riello 2015: xvii—xviii.

31 Chapter 9 by Gilbert.

32 E.g. Chapter 1 by Harwood; Chapter 4 by Lee; Chapter 10 by Linares; Chapter 12 by
Hawthome; Chapter 13 by Coclanis.

33 E.g. Chapter 2 by Boomgaard and Kroonenberg; Chapter 4 by Lee; Chapter 11 by Minsky;
Chapter 13 by Coclanis.

34 Chapter 15 by Maat.

35 E.g. Chapter 1 by Harwood; Chapter 5 by Biggs; Chapter 8 by Smith.
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The width of perspectives within Rice stems from its interdisciplinary
approach and the equally multifaceted, sometimes exploratory, methods of
study. The contributors are not only historians of agriculture (including Bray,
Coclanis and Fields-Black), or science and technology (Harwood, Maat), but also
anthropologists (Bray, Linares, Richards) and, furthermore, social scientists
(Kroonenberg), scholars of area studies (Cheung, Francks), agrarian develop-
ment (Okry), and plant breeding (Harwood, Nuijten). The methods applied reach
far beyond classical historical research approaches, including quantitative ana-
lysis,>® genetic mapping,*” historical linguistics,*® hydrological and topographi-
cal mappings® and ethnography.*°

Although this exceptional book has provoked excitement and amazement in
this reviewer, some younger academics, who have been taught the standardised
framework of the current Bologna system, might not be aware of the working
techniques of the preceding generation. They might, therefore, have benefited
from clearer information about the sources used. Although the contributors are
generally very clear about their sources and data, including their limitations,
certain individual parts of the book, such as the chapters by Fields-Black and
Linares, which employ linguistic and ethnographic methods respectively, could
be enhanced by explaining more precisely where their data stem from as well as
how, when and by whom they were collected. For example, the reader cannot
know if the linguistic data presented by Fields-Black in Chapter 7 in the context
of her comparative method is her own or someone else’s, or when and how the
empirical data on Jola rice cultivation provided by Linares in Chapter 10 came
about. In a few instances, when making global claims, specifying the related
sources would have been equally helpful to enable the reader to evaluate the
wider context and make quantitative comparisons with other crops, e. g. claims
that “rice is the second most important cereal crop globally”* or that “only
about 5-7 percent of total rice production is traded internationally”.*?

Nevertheless, overall the wealth of sources and methods is highly inspiring.
The contributors convincingly show how other disciplines may inform history
and, equally, how history can enrich other disciplines. Moreover, they demon-
strate the value of analysing wider historical transitions from the perspective of

36 Chapter 2 by Boomgaard and Kroonenberg.

37 Chapter 6 by Mouser et al.; Chapter 9 by Gilbert.
38 Chapter 7 by Fields-Black.

39 Chapter 5 by Biggs; Chapter 8 by Smith.

40 Chapter 10 by Linares.

41 Gilbert 2015: 212,

42 Coclanis 2015: 277.
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material culture, in this case rice. In fact, as becomes obvious, rice does indeed
provide a valid lens through which to observe the last 400 to 500 years of world
history.

It is certain that a reader from a particular field of rice research and/or
global history will read this book in relation to their own specific research
interest and gain some relevant insights. For instance, the book is useful
for my own anthropological research on contemporary Chinese rice farmers’
everyday strategies. Firstly, Rice adds new historical insights into how the
modern Chinese state tried to promote scientific farming methods, a trend that
is continuing in post-Green Revolution China. In Seung-Joon Lee’s case (ch. 4),
the Guomindang regime showed a highly divergent understanding of rice vari-
eties as compared to that of the “indigenous” Cantonese rice merchants. The
latter had well-developed techniques for assessing the quality of rice.
Importantly, the merchants took rice consumers into consideration, an aspect
that the state failed to acknowledge. Here we can see a parallel to the situation
in contemporary China and other places, e. g. when thinking about introducing
genetically-modified golden rice in the Philippines and elsewhere. Secondly,
Lee’s (ch. 4) study, as well as the contribution by Sui-Wai Cheung (ch. 3),
enhance the previously-understudied perspectives of the market and rice con-
sumers to modern historical studies of rice in China. This change of viewpoint is
valuable for both historical and contemporary studies of rice systems. Thirdly,
the volume confirms my own findings about the skills and agency of rice farm-
ers, which are often overlooked — not only in anthropology. Taking an empirical
case-study approach reveals the admirable skills and the agency of rice farmers
in astonishing ways. One example is the farmers in Sierra Leone described by
Mouser et al. in Chapter 6. These local farmers had been breeding hybrid African
and Asian varieties of rice even before scientific plant breeders — unaware of this
achievement - started trying to introduce something similar in the framework of
the top-down Nerica project. Finally, this book provides new understandings
and evidence around the development of rice economies, and the connected
issue of modernisation. For instance, in Chapter 2, Peter Boomgaard and Pieter
M. Kroonenberg convincingly challenge Geertz’s thesis about “the allegedly
unlimited capacity of Java’s wetrice fields [...] for almost constant intensification
during the colonial period (ca. 1820-ca. 1940)”, even suggesting that the term
“agricultural involution” should be completely discarded.”’ In Chapter 14,
Penelope Francks builds on insights from Bray’s** influential work on the
distinctive developmental patterns of rice economies to argue that “[...] the

43 Boomgaard and Kroonenberg 2015: 56.
44 Bray 1986.
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particular characteristics of rice, both as a consumer good and as the key
determinant of rural economic and institutional structures, have to be taken
into account in any analysis of Japan’s long-term development path”.*’
Significantly, this also pushes us to rethink the crucial role of rice in China
and other emerging economies.

In summary, Rice is a highly valuable collection of up-to-date research on
the global history of rice, and is a wonderful, inspiring and rewarding book to
read. I am convinced that this volume will become a definitive, innovative text
for future rice research in the humanities and social sciences. It is a must-read -
not only for historians concerned with issues of globalisation, the economy,
material culture and science and technology, but also for social scientists,
scholars of area studies and — hopefully - for policy makers and agricultural
scientists who have, so far, paid too little attention to local knowledge and skills
in their pursuit of agricultural development and modernisation.

To conclude, what has the 2011 encounter of Asian and Atlantic rice research-
ers ultimately led to? In this book, it has opened up the field to fresh perspectives
on emergent global networks and new histories, about rice and beyond.
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For the past two decades, the 1908 Young Turk Revolution has been the
focus of many historians of the early twentieth-century Middle East. By shed-
ding light on the origins of the reinstatement of the Ottoman constitution in
1908 and its impact on the provinces of the Empire, these studies have
successfully challenged a Western-oriented paradigm of modernisation.
Bedross Der Matossian’s Shattered Dreams of Revolution is one of the most
important contributions to this body of scholarship. It examines, from a
comparative perspective, the way in which three very different populations
of the Empire — the Arabs, the Armenians and the Jews — responded to the
Revolution. In the author’s own words, the book is “not a microhistorical
study. It does not concentrate on a single region and attempt to extrapolate
major conclusions; rather, it takes a macrohistorical approach that includes
different regions of the empire [...] through a comparative, inter- and intra-
communal, cross-cultural analysis” (p.5). The book is divided into three
periods: the reinstatement of the constitution in 1908 and its direct aftermath,
the parliamentary elections that followed, and the Counterrevolution which
took place in 1909. Throughout these three periods, the author examines the
numerous and often divided responses of Armenians, Jews and Arabs in
different parts of the Empire, focusing on how their expectations of equality
were progressively crushed.

The book includes an introduction, six core chapters, a conclusion, notes
and an index. In the first two chapters, Der Matossian shows how the Revolution
allowed numerous and competing public spheres to emerge. This led to a
“paradoxical unity based in diversity” (p. 53) of confessions, languages, political
factions and discourses within nondominant groups, which in turn foretold the
many tensions inherent in the constitutionalist project, leading to its eventual
failure. In Chapter 1 the author looks into various expressions of “euphoria” in
the wake of the restoration of the Ottoman Constitution, through the language of
individuals, places and symbols. Chapter 2 analyses the political discourses
emerging in the media about notions such as liberty, equality and fraternity,
as well as the ethnic groups’ future political role, and “the ancien régime’s
afterlife” (p.59). In Chapter 3, the changes in the dynamics of power following
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the 1908 Revolution are discussed through the lens of the mircorevolutions
happening within the three ethnic groups, namely the inner power struggles
between the advocates of the ancien régime and the supporters of the nouveau
régime. The two phases of the parliamentary elections are discussed in Chapters
4 and 5: firstly, the electoral campaign, during which intensive negotiations took
place; secondly, the parliamentary politics that followed the elections amid high
tension between the CUP and the Liberals. Most notably, Der Matossian shows
how the notions of majority and minority, and, more generally, that of demo-
graphic representation, which played a major role after the partition of the
Empire, were already key concepts in the politics of nondominant groups.
Finally, Chapter 6 covers the period of 1909, when the Counterrevolution was
crystallized. Again, opinions among the three ethnic groups were divided, but
the tensions allowed new actors and groups to emerge. Arguably, it is during
this period that dissimilarities between the three ethnic groups were the
most striking, as clearly shown by the Adana Massacres of the Armenians in
April 19009.

Historiographical work on the 1908 Young Turk Revolution generally argues
that enthusiasm within non-Turkish populations was very short-lived and show
how constitutionalism as a project for these groups was an overall failure. In this
respect, Bedross Der Matossian’s conclusion is no exception, as the title of his
book suggests. However, his book is innovative in several ways. First, the author
offers a comparative perspective of three ethno-religious groups which are
usually studied separately. The historiography of the region is too often divided
between the fields of Arab, Jewish and Armenian studies, usually because of a
lack of combined language skills. With a mastery of all relevant languages, the
author of the book is able to offer a rare opportunity for a cross-disciplinary
reflection on the topic.

The second innovation lies in the author’s selection of ethno-religious
groups. Previous studies focusing on different ethno-religious populations
within the borders of the Ottoman Empire tended to examine them either from
the perspective of religion or from that of ethnicity and nationality. For instance,
Feroz Ahmad discusses the question of the Young Turks’ relations with Greeks,
Armenians and Jews. In other words, he deals strictly with the relations of three
millet-s, or non-Muslim communities, with power.! Similarly, when dealing with
the emergence of competing nationalisms in the late Ottoman Empire, Fatma
Miige Gocek makes a clear distinction between Turks and Arabs, as Muslims, on

1 Ahmad 1982.
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the one hand, and Greeks and Armenians, as millet-s, on the other.? But Bedross
Der Matossian breaks with the division between ethnicity and religion, by
comparing Muslim (some Arabs) with non-Muslim (Jews and Armenians) popu-
lations. Partly due to the omnipresence of Arab countries in contemporary media
and international politics, it is often forgotten that until the early twentieth
century, Arab regions were mere peripheries of the Ottoman Empire. For
instance, although Iraqi provinces were intensely re-Ottomanized in the second
part of the nineteenth century, they were considered to be among the most
remote provinces of the Empire. Contrary to what is sometimes assumed, the fact
that most Arabs were Muslims did not automatically qualify them as being part
of the dominant group, which the author defines as Turkish — not Muslim (p. 54).
Thus, by defining Arabs as a nondominant group, Der Matossian challenges the
epistemological line between the two fields of ethnicity and religion.

This tour de force, however, also comes with its own series of challenges, as
the author himself acknowledges: “Such studies are particularly challenging
because the differences among the societal structures, religions, ethnicities,
languages, and cultures of these groups outnumber their similarities” (p. 74).
For example, the 1908 Revolution was a time of important changes for the millet-
s from a legal point of view. Both Armenians (1863) and Jews (1865) had their
own constitutions or organic laws which needed to be fundamentally redefined.
Between 1908 and 1909, the Jewish community of Beirut established new sta-
tuses, elected a new leadership and completely redefined the role of its commit-
tees.? Such significant changes in the normative legal statuses did not affect the
Arab populations in the same way as they affected the Jews, the Armenians or
the Greeks, because the Arabs did not constitute a religious millet. Nevertheless,
the author overcomes these methodological obstacles by diversifying the per-
spectives. More often than not, emphasis is given to specific individuals such as
“revolutionary heroes” (p. 32), or discourses, symbols and places (e.g. flags and
edifices). Additionally, cities or specific territories are examined. For example,
in the case of the mutasarrifiyyah — or governorate — of Mount Lebanon, Der
Matossian clearly identifies the impact of regional and local dynamics on the
political changes that the Arabs underwent. And he does so for a number of
cities, including Salonica, Beirut, Adana, and Nablus.

In other words, the study opens many doors in terms of method as well as
structure and scale (both at the micro and the macro level) of research in the
field of Middle Eastern history. And it prompts the historians to face an inescap-
able question: why were there so many different responses to the

2 Gogek 2002: 19.
3 Levi 2012.
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constitutionalist project? One will notice the absence of a separate bibliography,
a regrettable yet growing phenomenon in academic publications. Apart from this
minor inconvenience, however, the book is a major contribution to the scholar-
ship of the late Ottoman Empire, and is written in a very accessible style. It will
be of great use to scholars interested in the history of the Ottoman Empire, and
Jewish, Armenian and Arab history, as well as to those interested in the topic of
non-Muslim and non-Turkish populations in the Middle East in general. It is also
highly recommended to anyone working on later periods of the modern Middle
East, as many social, political and cultural phenomena that took place after the
collapse of the Ottoman Empire can be traced back to the dynamics of the late
Ottoman period covered by this book.
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On January 16 2016, Tsai [-wen of Democratic Progressive Party won a landslide
in Taiwan’s presidential election and captured the parliamentary majority for the
first time for her independence-leaning party. Taiwan’s third peaceful power
turnover signaled a decisive defeat of the Kuomintang, whose eight-year tenure
generated widespread dissatisfaction particularly over the more intimate eco-
nomic and political tie with China. While most international observers focused
on the Taiwan-China relationship, which certainly had a profound bearing on
the regional security, less attention had been paid to the genesis of domestic
discontents and how they produced political reverberations. Published half year
before the historical change, Simona A. Grano’s new book on environmentalism
provided a precious ground-level survey on how these civil-society activities
proceeded in these critical years.

Grano, a Zurich-based Italian sinologist, conducted a 12-month field research
in 2011 and the result was a fascinating and in-depth book on Taiwan’s environ-
mental politics. An academic monograph with such rich details and insightful
analysis was even uncommon in Chinese language. As such, the author made a
valuable contribution by presenting Taiwan’s struggles with the imperative of
sustainability before a broader readership. As rightly pointed out by the author,
Taiwan’s experience has wider implications internationally. It demonstrates the
painful adjustments of how a successfully industrialized economy undergoes the
transition toward a less exploitative and less predatory developmental course.
Moreover, it shows the reasons why a new democracy necessarily encourages its
citizens to raise higher expectation on environmental quality. Consequently
Taiwan’s story is of direct relevance to the late developers (such as the so-called
newly-industrialized countries or emerging markets) and the recently democra-
tized countries after the third wave. In addition, being a Chinese society, Taiwan
constitutes an approximate reference case to predict the future of China, the
world’s second largest economy which now simultaneously encounters the triple
challenges of maintaining economic growth, coping with the political crisis of
democratic deficit, and assuaging citizens’ complaint about the worsened
environment.
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The centerpiece of Environmental Governance in Taiwan is made up of four
case studies on contemporary environmental protests, the anti-nuclear move-
ment (1988—now), the anti-Kuokuang Petrochemical Naphtha Cracker movement
(2005-2011), the anti-Taipei Dome movement (2008-now), and anti-Tamsui
North Shore Road movement (1998-now). The judicious case selection presents
the rich diversity of the current environmental concerns in Taiwan. Citizens
galvanized into organized resistance not only because of the perceived risks in
industrial pollution and radioactive contamination but also for the reasons of
ecological balance, cultural heritage preservation, a less congested living space,
and social justice. It is precisely due to its inclusiveness that environmental
politics has become so central to the post-industrial societies, just as class
struggle used to play a dominant role during the industrializing era. It also
explains why Taiwan’s contemporary environmentalism attracts widely diversi-
fied participants. That potential victims, such as the residents in the vicinity of
the locally unwanted land uses, join the opposition should not be a surprise.
However, the presence of community activists, literary writers, academic profes-
sionals, and student activists in these collective actions are rather the unusual
feature that testifies to the broader appeal of modern environmentalism.

In fact, it is exactly this “new generation of activists and stakeholders”
(this book’s subtitle) that the author pays particular attention to. Previously
Taiwan’s environmentalists had leaned on the political alliance with the
Democratic Progressive Party, the successor of democratic movement since
the late 1970s, in order to achieve their desired policy reforms. Learning from
the painful lessons of how unreliable a party ally could be, particularly when
the Democratic Progressive Party was in power in 2000-2008, Taiwan’s envir-
onmental activists decided to embark on a novel and more politically inde-
pendent course. They produced documentaries to communicate the
environmental plight, demonstrated scientific evidence to persuade the public,
utilized every institutional avenues to delay the harmful developmental pro-
jects (the so-called “rules-based participatory approaches”), filed legal chal-
lenges to the executive decision, employed the rather chic tactics of cultural
jamming, and, if necessary, mounted disruptive acts of civil disobedience. And
their achievements are rather impressive. The recently largest investment
project (Kuokuang) was aborted, and the controversial forth nuclear power
plant was stopped by an avowedly pro-nuclear Kuomintang government.
Although the cases of urban renewal (Taipei Dome) and road construction
(Tamsui North Shore Road) seem to generate less directly negative impact
and community resistance, the opponents succeeded in challenging their
legality in court so that these two projects remained halted at the time of
writing.
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Despite these “victories”, a careful reading of Grano’s book also shows the
very limitation of Taiwan’s environmentalism. Legal technicalities are far too
distant from the everyday world of average citizen so that an institutionally-
oriented environmentalism is bound to lose its grassroots appeal. Tree-hugging
might demonstrate core activists’ commitment to ecological concerns, but it
remains outlandish in the local context. Taiwan’s Green Party was established
in 1996 - a pioneer in East Asia. Nevertheless, it remains a marginal and
unsuccessful player in the electoral politics to the extent that a great majority
of electorates continue to mistake it for the Democratic Progressive Party since
these two parties share the same color symbol.

These are the valuable lessons one can learn from Environmental
Governance in Taiwan, and I trust that the author has analyzed the four cases
as thoroughly as she can. There remain some suggestions for improvement.
First, being fluent in Mandarin Chinese, the author might as well reduce the
amount of references to the existing works, including the present reviewer, since
there are already distinctive findings and contributions on their own. Secondly,
there seems to be a more appropriate alternative to frame the theoretical ques-
tions. This book is less much about environmental governance, but rather about
environmental activism. The author invites the readers to experience Taiwanese
environmental activists’ struggles in a plethora of decision-making arenas and
institutions, which turn out to be mutually conflicting. A normal democracy is
necessarily characterized by vertical (central-to-local) and horizontal (judiciary
versus executive branches, local-to-local) divisions of power or even departmen-
tal rivalries, which provide multiple entry points for environmentalists to deploy
various tactics. That many environmental regulations remain only in paper also
seems a universal feature. For instance, environmental impact assessment is
globally mired in controversy in spite of its original intent to transcend politics
by scientific professionalism.

Lastly, there is an ostensible lack of a central guiding puzzle that undergirds
the whole investigation. It seems that the book stops at posing a more challen-
ging question on the particularities of Taiwan’s environmentalism. There are
certainly many ways of raising a more ambitious question. One of my personal
favorites is why Taiwan’s understaffed and poorly-financed environmental NGOs
can generate so much political impacts. For example, both Japan and South
Korea possess much stronger environmental NGOs without being able to suc-
cessfully challenge the official pro-nuclear policy even after the Fukushima
Incident. Is it because of the rise of post-materialist values or the weakness of
the ruling coalition? If weak organizational basis can generate powerful political
impacts, the question should be ore directly addressed to the issue of movement
efficacy.
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In short, this book will remain a trusted source and a standard reference for
the future investigations on Taiwan’s environmentalism. I sincerely congratulate
on the author’s effort and hope that she can further observe the evolution of
Taiwan’s environmental politics, particularly since a new political era has
dawned with the recent election result.
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