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produced the shari’a, the philosophers who harmonized Greek and
Sanskrit traditions with Islam, and the Sufis, who brought in the flame
of personal devotion.
After dealing with the assaults from west and east, Crusaders and
Mongols, Ansary reminds us of the seventeenth century glory days of
the Muslim enterprise, as seen in the three simultaneous empires of the
Ottomans, the Safavids, and the Moghuls. But if this was Islam’s destiny,
we soon see what disrupted it—an expanding and secularizing Europe.
The disruption was partly from invasion and conquest, but more profoundly from the penetration of the Muslim world by a variety of European merchants, advisors, overseers and consultants, so that “by 1850
Europeans controlled every part of the world that had once called itself
Dar al-Islam.”
The last five chapters are about the Muslim world’s response to the
perception of disrupted destiny. These chapters are an excellent summary of reformers and reform movements that have established the
bounds of discourse in the Muslim world today: the reaffirmation of
fundamental values on the one hand and the incorporation and do-
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hose interested in teaching the China of the past fifty years have
a plethora of good materials available to them. There is a wealth
of information on the last ten years of Mao’s life, ranging from
scholarly studies, accounts of travelers, to personal memoirs. These
cover the Cultural Revolution, the rise and fall of the “Gang of Four,”
and the deaths of both Zhou Enlai and Mao Zedong. For the past two
decades, there are a number of accounts of the student movement of
1989 and its tragic dénouement. The reforms of Deng Xiaoping and the
economic growth of China since then are well covered, though personal
narratives are not as numerous as for the earlier period.
Yet there appears to be one striking gap. The years from the death
of Mao in 1976 to the student movement in 1989 seem to have produced little narrative. These years saw the beginnings of economic reform in China under Deng and the struggle between modernizers (such
as Hu Yaobang, Zhao Ziyang, the outspoken Fang Lizhi, and the hardliners). In those years, many of the “sent-down” youths (some no longer
young) returned to their cities, and many young people found themselves in the category of “waiting for work.” During this period there
were experiments with new methods of higher education, the “iron rice
bowl” began to crack, the family responsibility system was inaugurated
in agriculture, and temporary migrant workers began flooding China’s
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mestication of such European influences as secularism, science, and
nationalism—in a word, modernism—on the other.
Ansary is persuasive in describing how oil wealth and Cold War
foreign aid, by forcing the pace of modernism, effectively alienated and
side-lined huge segments of the population. Those segments instead
turned to “the submerged, even suppressed ‘other’ currents of Muslim
revival—the political Islamists, the Salafis, the Wahhabis, the Deobandis, the jihadists, et al [who] continued to thrive among the excluded
people of the left-behind economies.”
Ansary is perfectly situated to write this kind of book. He has the
born and bred background, yet has been in the US long enough to have
developed an informal idiom that will be immediately accessible to
American readers and students. 
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cities despite their lack of the necessary residence permits. From groping and miniscule
beginnings, a free market began on the streets.
In small restaurants and tiny shops, private enterprise began to compete with state-owned
enterprises. A China that closed early and was
nearly dark at night became a country where
city life brightened. China was a country
where privacy was an almost absent commodity; the most populous country in the
world often seemed like a small village.
It is this China that is chronicled in Lijia
Zhang’s “Socialism Is Great!” Her personal life narrative and her desire to
participate in an awakening China offers a resource for teachers seeking
to close the gap and make this period in China’s history meaningful to
their students. Though it focuses on her personal story as a factory worker
in Nanjing, my own experiences during those years make it clear she
represents the new generation in both factory and university. Almost every
page triggered strong memories. There are brief, but repeated, encounters
with guanxi (the personal networks), the importance of the danwei (work
unit), the backdoor that was necessary to get goods or make changes, the
weekly political meetings, and the importance of politics for any advancement. Despite her struggles against the system, there are some efficient and
hard-working cadres. And, yes, there are honest and kind members of the
Communist Party. Zhang does capture the spirit of the age.
This book can be a great resource for teachers and useful for undergraduate students, as well. At the secondary level, while it can be a
godsend for teachers, it should not be used for student reading as Zhang
is too open about her personal sexual experiences. I have rechecked
with trusted friends of the appropriate age, and Zhang was far more
active than the vast majority of her age cohort. With this one caveat,
I strongly recommend Zhang’s “Socialism is Great!” to teachers of
modern China at just about every level. 

ARTHuR BARBEAu is Professor Emeritus of History and Anthropology at West Liberty
University in West Virginia.

Volume 15, Number 1

Spring 2010

