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Jeffrey N. Wasserstrom has written a deceptively sim-
ple book of twentieth-century Chinese history. It exam-
ines over one hundred years of Chinese history and the
Chinese present from a multiplicity of facets in six chap-
ters packed with 108 sections. While the book will defi-
nitely benefit the uninitiated in Chinese history, who, for
instance, will get an overview of Confucian influences in
history and the revival of Confucian learning in modern
China all within fifteen pages, readers who already know
something about Chinese history but do not have a ready
way to string the pieces together will benefit just as much
from the bookas focus on conceptual frameworks. It can
also be a useful book for historians who are not special-
ists in Chinese history but who need a quick guide for
teaching Chinese history in a world history class.

Wasserstrom tries to strike a balance between the
uniqueness and the universalism of Chinese history in
the context of world histories. He consistently compares
China with the United States, India, Japan, and other
countries. He also seeks to understand China by not re-
ducing it to its history and stereotypes, but by recogniz-
ing its nuanced and complex situation.

Part 1, aHistorical Legacies,a includes three chapters:
aSchools of Thought,d 4lmperial China,d and 4Revolu-
tions and Revolutionaries.d The first chapter provides
a perspective on the historical development of Confu-
cianism, including its denunciation in the early twenti-
eth century and its revival on mainland China in recent
years. Sections within this chapter include Confucian
learning among the populace and its usage by the gov-
ernment, Confucian learning and its relevance to Chi-

naas modernization program, and connections between
Confucian teachings and democracy. Wasserstrom treats
Confucian learning as tradition undergoing transforma-
tion and adapted to modern times. Chapter 2 discusses
the changes that took place within the framework of
dynastic cycles and traditional Chinese views toward
change; the Chinese empires, especially the Manchu
Qing dynasty (1644-1911), and how they dealt with for-
eign countries/powers and internal dissent; and the im-
portance not to assume a ready continuity between Chi-
naas traditional past and the Communist present. Chap-
ter 3 emphasizes Chinaéas radical and revolutionary twen-
tieth century, from the battle to establish the Republic, to
years of civil war, the war against Japan, and finally the
Communist years after 1949 characterized by not mili-
tary, but political campaigns that were every bit as lethal
as military campaigns. This chapter also includes four
sections on how to properly assess Mao and how Mao
is perceived by the government and people in China.
Changes brought about in modern Chinese history as
well as continuity with the past, in other words, must
be recognized and acknowledged.

Part 2, 4The Present and the Future,i is an assessment
of China today and predictions of China tomorrow. Here
Wasserstrom provides insight gained from a combination
of extensive scholarship and firsthand knowledge. Chap-
ter 4, AFrom Mao to Now,4 depicts a current China that is
at once authoritarian but also more open than before, es-
pecially after the fall of other Communist states. At that
time, to avoid similar extinction, the Communist Chinese
government began gradual changes that have continued
despite its crackdown on democratic movements in the
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1980s, the verdict on which the state still has no consen-
sus even today. Wasserstrom uses George Orwellas 1984
(1949) and Aldous Huxleyis Brave New World (1932) to
illustrate the hard and soft approaches that the Chinese
Communist government has exercised in recent years in
China. He presents a nuanced discussion of the com-
plexity of understanding Chinese politics, explaining the
difficulty of simply dividing the Chinese population into
political dissidents and political loyalists as well as the ef-
fects that the Internet has had on politics in China. More
specifically, he shows that knowledge of high technol-
ogy has widened the chasm in China between those who
have access to free information by dodging Internet cen-
sorship and those who do not. The book discusses Chi-
naas attempt to reshape its international image through
hosting mega-events, such as the Olympic Games and the
World Fair, and to situate these mega-events in a histor-
ical and comparative context; for example, Wasserstrom
compares China and India to illustrate the significant im-
pact that hosting these events has had on China. He uses
a similar comparative framework to discuss how to situ-
ate China in the world of nations, and how China has
dealt with tensions along ideological lines, interethnic
issues, and state policies. These sections are titled als
Contemporary China Utterly Unique?4 and &What Does
China Have in Common with Other Countries?a

A balanced approach to understanding Chinaas po-
sition in todayas world also characterizes chapter 5,
aU.S.-China Misunderstandings.A Wasserstrom persua-
sively encourages readers to shed stereotypes of China
by situating diversity in China, based on ethnic, regional,
or even age differences, in a comparative context and

with subtle examples of shifting loyalties and identities
in Chinese politics. China, he indicates, is a more diverse
country than meets the eye. The author also notes that
the lack of political freedom and freedom of the press in
China leads to different Chinese views of America and
different views on many other things, including Tibet.

Chapter 6, 4The Future,A examines Chinads mili-
tary buildup, Chinaés relationship with Taiwan, Chinaés
modernization process, challenges to the Chinese gov-
ernment, and the future of Chinaés political system. For
each question, Wasserstrom usually provides a compar-
ative and insightful answer, and he refrains from a pre-
disposed position while using a multitude of examples
to illustrate his points. Regarding how China and the
United States should view each other if they are both
superpowers, Wasserstrom demonstrates with insightful
examples that China and America share more similari-
ties than many Chinese or Americans realize. Similarly,
on whether China is going to be a military power that
dangers the world, Wasserstrom points out the legitimate
concerns of Chinaas neighbors and the rest of the world
in the face of Chinaas development of its military, but
he also presents Chinaés side of the story and its fears
of possible invasion by other countries. The Peopleas
Liberation Army meanwhile is responsible for maintain-
ing control within China. For some questions such as
whether China will become the worldas dominant econ-
omy, or whether China is likely to become a democracy,
there is no simple yes or no answer. To gain a better
understanding of China, he notes, one needs to come up
with new approaches to view China.
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