
ing victims of cold-food-powder poisoning—during the
Six Dynasties and the Tang Dynasty. By the eleventh cen-
tury, however, “scholars who defended the Yellow
Emperor’s authorship of The Basic Questions emphasized
Huangfu Mi’s testimonies” about the need for careful ad-
ministration of the drug, and he was presented as an edi-
tor and transmitter of ancient medical texts rather than
an innovator (133). In the epilogue, Brown points out
that the modern retelling of Chinese medical history ac-
tually continued ancient and medieval historiographical
practices, while the advent of Western medicine also
stimulated the writing of new histories of Chinese healing
that placed new significance on these medical forefa-
thers. Brown’s thought-provoking book overturns the tra-
ditional interpretations of Chinese-medical-history writ-
ing and the stereotypes of ancient and medieval medical
fathers in China. Brown establishes that Attendant He,
Bian Que, and the Granary Master were actually fic-
tional, rhetorical figures. These findings will be of great
interest not only to scholars in the field but also to general
readers of Chinese history and culture.

The great strength of this book lies in its deep examina-
tion and unearthing of the key method of historiography
of Chinese medicine. Brown puts forward the notion of a
textual “bricolage,” that is, “a narrative cobbled together
from a patchwork of repurposed textual resources” (10).
Brown contends that this narrative method was dynamic
rather than static: for example, her meticulous genealogi-
cal analysis of medical fathers Zhang Ji and Huangfu Mi
shows them to be “kaleidoscopic” and malleable figures
whom medical authors shaped and edited according to
their tastes and the needs of their social contexts (112,
148).

The book also greatly contributes to our understanding
of the modern retelling of Chinese medical history since
the early twentieth century. Brown argues that this narra-
tive was not a European invention, as historian of science
Joseph Needham (1900–1995) interpreted it to be. The
book also urges scholars to examine a fundamental ques-
tion concerning the origins and evolution of the historiog-
raphy of traditional Chinese medicine in post-1949
China. All in all, this book will be of great interest to
scholars in the fields of Chinese history, Chinese medical
history, Chinese historiography, and the history of science
and medicine in general.

XIAOPING FANG

Nanyang Technological University

SHAKHAR RAHAV. The Rise of Political Intellectuals in
Modern China: May Fourth Societies and the Roots of
Mass-Party Politics. New York: Oxford University Press,
2015. Pp. xv, 235. $74.00.

How did Chinese intellectuals move from small short-
lived associations to mass political parties? How did the
focus of their concerns change from individual morality
to social revolution? Shakhar Rahav analyzes the social
networks established by young Chinese radicals in the
wake of the 1911 Revolution. Focusing on the relatively
unknown Wuhan activist Yun Daiying (1895–1931),

Rahav recreates the short-lived but emotionally intense
organizations he founded, and, in particular, examines
how those organizations functioned as nodal points in in-
formal networks “down” to other regional groups and
“up” to the Beijing-Shanghai axis.

As Rahav points out, most studies of the May Fourth
movement (ca. 1917–1924) focus on Beijing and Shanghai,
on leading intellectuals and their ideas, on the themes of
nationalism and enlightenment, and, in some narratives,
on the origins of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP).
But the movement was national in scope, and various
groups in other cities contributed to the political, social,
and cultural changes it engendered. Moving the story to
Wuhan not only reminds us of the importance of the
“hinterland” but allows Rahav to highlight the continui-
ties between pre- and post-1911 organizational trends, as
well as to root the CCP more firmly in Chinese soil,
thereby deemphasizing recent scholarship’s emphasis on
the role of Comintern agents in its creation.

Rahav’s attempts to rewrite the origins of the CCP are
not entirely convincing, though he rightly highlights the
local roots of its far-flung branches in the early 1920s. But
most of this book, making good use of Yun’s diaries, com-
pellingly brings to life the earnest efforts of reformist-
minded youth in the early years of the Republic to funda-
mentally change society through their individual moral
perfectionism. Rahav is able to excavate Yun’s social net-
works, activities, and even much of the everyday lives of
Yun and the young men (mostly men) around him. Yun
kept his groups small because they practiced intense mu-
tual criticism, even on a daily basis. Their dedication to
self-cultivation was seemingly derived from Confucian-
ism, anarchism, Christianity, and (I think especially) re-
vulsion at existing social conditions: the venality of the
new Republican politicians, the militarization of society,
and the general breakdown of order. Hence prohibitions
on gambling, visiting prostitutes, drinking, and so forth.
Outreach consisted of encouraging similar groups to
form rather than expanding the core group. Cooperation
among such groups created regional and national net-
works. For instance, some of Yun’s essays were published
in Shanghai, bringing him into contact with China’s lead-
ing intellectuals, while Beijing, Shanghai, and other local
publications were sold in the Wuhan bookstore.

Yun’s Mutual Aid Society and Benefit the Masses
Book Society had some real successes in disseminating
the ideas of the period and, to an extent, living them.
Rahav does not use the word, but a small group of young
men coming together daily to engage in mutual and self-
criticism certainly raises the question of the cultish nature
of such groups, and one wonders how these practices cul-
minated in the Yan’an rectification movement of 1942
(69). In any case, though Rahav does not belabor the
point, much of what Yun was doing in Wuhan—and actu-
ally quite a few other places, as he led a peripatetic life—
was replicated around the country. Most striking perhaps
is the mere one or two “degrees of separation” that
seemed to link nearly every radical activist across
China—as classmates or classmates of classmates, as fel-
low members of some association, or as friends or kin of a
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member. Yun had no more than one mutual acquain-
tance, if that, between himself and influential men such
as Mao Zedong, Li Dazhao, Wang Guangqi, Deng
Zhongxia, Dong Biwu, Chen Duxiu, and many more.

Yun himself was not a founding member of the CCP
but joined it at the end of 1921. He had already translated
Friedrich Engels and Karl Kautsky, so perhaps he was
intellectually persuaded to become a Marxist. Unfortu-
nately, Rahav says little about this last phase of Yun’s ca-
reer. Rahav suggests that discipline came to replace socia-
bility, but also that the new forms of political mobilization
directly evolved out of the old groups devoted to small-
group solidarity, and even continued to operate in many
respects through such small branches. This explains much
of the transition to mass parties—or at least the CCP—
but not why so many of the idealistic youth of the 1910s
did not join either the CCP or the Guomindang. At least
part of the answer to that question can be found in the
ideas and the intellectual appeal (or not) of Marxism.

Rahav raises theoretical problems deserving further re-
search. First, the question of continuity versus discontinuity,
or how new conceptions of legitimacy and new strategies of
political activism arose. Second, the usefulness of hinter-
land versus metropole—Rahav shows how this distinction
is at least partially misleading and should perhaps be aban-
doned. Third, the problem of the relationship between
ideas and political forms; perhaps scholars should try rather
to understand “ideology and organization” as a unified
field. And finally, the role of intellectuals in shaping a new
political culture deserves more attention. Rahav rightly em-
phasizes and nicely illustrates the tension between egalitar-
ian goals and elitist assumptions and notes the role of intel-
lectuals as “bestowers of legitimacy” (148). But it seems to
me that by the 1920s many intellectuals were less interested
in acting as mediators between the masses and power-hold-
ers than in assuming the dubious pleasures of political activ-
ism, and hence power, themselves.

If Rahav is not primarily interested in the ideas of activ-
ist youth, he illuminates the conditions that made particu-
lar forms of ideation possible. Above all, the modern print
media created—or at least enabled—“a shared vocabulary
and a community of ideas” (116). Rahav emphasizes that
the “infrastructure” for the transition to mass parties—the
Communist Party in particular—was in place by the begin-
ning of the 1920s (106, 127). Dangers abounded. Betrayed,
Yun was executed by the Guomindang in 1931. “May
Fourth” China (actually, from 1912 through the 1920s) has
received considerable scholarly attention, and this mono-
graph is a major contribution, adding not just detail and
nuance but an important new perspective on the era.

PETER ZARROW

University of Connecticut

BRUCE L. BATTEN and PHILIP C. BROWN, editors. Envi-
ronment and Society in the Japanese Islands: From Prehis-
tory to the Present. Corvallis: Oregon State University
Press, 2015. Pp. xv, 291. $29.95.

This rich volume presents recent research on Japanese
environmental history from the perspectives of archaeol-

ogy, biogeography, climatology, ecology, geographic in-
formation systems, history, and international relations in
order to illuminate “the processes of historical, sociona-
tural change” (13) in Japan and in environmental history
generally. The editors, Bruce L. Batten and Philip C.
Brown, point out that Japan is instructive because many
global environmental problems exist there, indigenous re-
cords for studying specific events reach far into the past,
and distinctive environmental characteristics probably in-
here there because it is an island country. The book con-
tains four sections: (1) Japan’s geology and topography;
(2) oceans, rivers, and lakes; (3) the biosphere of plants
and animals; and (4) weather and climate. Contributors
are divided almost equally between specialists from Japan
and those from abroad, representing an array of topics
and methodologies at the forefront of environmental re-
search. Each chapter brims with fresh data and sophisti-
cated insights that will edify Japan specialists and global
environmental historians alike.

Gina L. Barnes examines volcanic eruptions from
30,000–28,000 B.C.E. to recent times, noting that subse-
quent landslides, tsunami, ash dispersal, and gas emis-
sions can be especially devastating. Although “the risk
factor rises with denser human occupation near Japan’s
108 active volcanoes,” public education about the dangers
lags, and all too often people are blasé, complacent, and
“willingly coexist with volcanoes” (38). In contrast, Greg-
ory Smits argues in his contribution to the volume that
Edo-period popular literature (1603–1868) tended to
transform destructive earthquakes into social drama and
“also promoted social resilience by normalizing earth-
quakes,” helping “both to entertain and to reassure”
(58).

An especially revealing chapter by Tatsunori Kawa-
sumi on landforms in Nara, Japan’s capital from 710 to
784, explains how fresh water was supplied to residents,
and how their activities affected groundwater. Planners
of the capital prioritized easy access to groundwater, yet
the absence of sewerage readily contaminated drinking
water. Kawasumi adds that “there was apparently no cus-
tom of daily bathing” for either elites or commoners (55).
However, Biwa, a four million-year-old freshwater lake
northeast of Kyoto that underwent severe eutrophication
after the 1960s, previously provided clean water, edible
fish, and daily-use materials for many centuries until
about 1940, as Shizuyo Sano argues in her study of hu-
man interventions that incidentally helped keep the lake
clean. Harvesting submerged and emerged wetland
plants for fertilizer, fuel, and building materials, as well as
dredging littoral sediment for fertilizer, “over the long
run preserved the existing ecology” and “maintained the
quality of the lake water” (83).

Civil engineering projects to control agricultural flood-
ing in the lower Shinano River after 1550 exemplified re-
silience in rural areas, according to Brown’s study of do-
main lords’ plans to expand lands under cultivation, ex-
tend irrigation systems, and build dikes to limit floods.
Eric G. Dinmore carries the narrative of water control
forward to the present, noting that by the 1990s large
dams blocked 97 percent of major rivers in Japan, puta-
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