
entific languages from about 1870 to the present. With
the demise of Latin as a “vehicular” language of science
in the nineteenth century, the “triumvirate” of French,
English, and German came to dominate scientific pub-
lishing. German gained on, and then outstripped, both
French and English around 1920, due largely to the huge
German enterprise in chemistry before and after World
War I. By the end of the interwar period German was in
decline and English had begun its inexorable rise—until
Russian-language science exploded in the 1950s and
1960s. Only massive translation projects saved English-
speaking scientists from the need to learn Russian during
the Cold War.

This book’s most fascinating chapters concern the
quest for a universal “auxiliary” language in the decades
before and after 1900, when the mania for universal stan-
dards touched everything from weather observation to
weights, measures, and time. Constructed languages led
the contenders. Unlike artificial languages such as mathe-
matics, constructed languages are complete. (Did you
know that about a thousand people speak Esperanto as
their native tongue [110]?) Evangelists for Volapük
(meaning “worldspeak”), invented in 1880, soon claimed
some 210,000 students (115), and by 1889, Volapük
speakers conducted an international congress, their third,
entirely in that language (117). In the following decade
Esperanto displaced Volapük, gaining a huge and fervent
following. The first issue of Internacia Scienca Revuo, a
scientific journal written entirely in Esperanto, appeared
in 1904 (124). But when scientists tried to revise Espe-
ranto’s Fundamento (basic principles) to meet their needs
for precision and innovation, fundamentalists rebelled.
Instead, yet another constructed language, Ido, mysteri-
ously appeared one morning on the desks of representa-
tives to the 1907 Delegation for the Adoption of an Inter-
national Auxiliary Language. Gordin’s almost cloak-and-
dagger tale of Ido’s proponents and their battles with
Esperantists and other detractors makes for an academic
page-turner (chap. 5).

Gordin’s chapters on the Cold War era also intrigue.
Maintaining a lead in the putative scientific “race with the
Reds” demanded that Americans stay abreast of burgeon-
ing Russian science. As a result, in the 1950s expensive
projects in machine translation (MT) using computers
found favor with the military and the Central Intelligence
Agency. MT failed rather spectacularly; even today its
quality is mediocre. Instead, armies of translators pro-
duced cover-to-cover English versions of over ninety Rus-
sian-language journals—including their obligatory paeans
to Stalin, published without comment (chaps. 8–9).

Gordin deploys his own considerable linguistic skills,
as well as their limits, to great advantage here. Recount-
ing his difficulties in researching the book, using sources
in most of the languages he discusses, becomes a way of
communicating viscerally the similar struggles of nine-
teenth- and twentieth-century scientists. Lacking Chinese
and Japanese, Gordin tells a Eurocentric story, but he ac-
knowledges this limit and notes in the final chapter that if
history is any guide, science will likely be as multilingual
in the future as it was in the past.

Gordin writes superbly, with humor and personality,
and he clearly had a blast with this project. I have rarely
enjoyed an academic book so much. It focuses on exam-
ples from chemistry, but readers will not need much back-
ground in that subject to find the book valuable. Great
stories abound, but Gordin also offers analysis of such
questions as why English now dominates and whether
that is good for science. Because he systematically con-
nects linguistic change in science with larger political his-
tory, Gordin’s book should have broad appeal to Ameri-
can and European historians of all stripes. Many chapters
could serve as stand-alone course material, perhaps in
combination with the introduction. Scientific Babel is his-
tory of science at its very best.

PAUL N. EDWARDS

University of Michigan

BRUCE A. ELLEMAN. Taiwan Straits: Crisis in Asia and the
Role of the U.S. Navy. (Global Flashpoints.) Lanham,
Md.: Rowman and Littlefield, 2015. Pp. xiii, 238. Cloth
$65.00, e-book $64.99.

Bruce A. Elleman’s Taiwan Straits: Crisis in Asia and the
Role of the U.S. Navy is a timely volume in a series called
Global Flashpoints, which aims to “trace the origins,
structural character, and policy responses to international
challenges” (ii). In a lucid and richly researched fashion,
the book narrates and analyzes the origins of the two-
China conundrum; the impact of the Korean and Viet-
nam Wars on the Taiwan Strait; the four Taiwan Crises
of 1955, 1958, 1962, and 1996, and how the U.S., China,
the Soviet Union, and the Chinese Nationalist govern-
ment in Taiwan dealt with those crises; and the post-1996
cross-Strait tensions and America’s responses to them.
The most significant contribution of this volume is un-
doubtedly the in-depth descriptions of the military, espe-
cially naval, actions in each of these highly dangerous epi-
sodes. Since most political discussions on the Taiwan
Strait affairs are obscured by abstract jargon and abbrevi-
ations of key documents, it is also helpful that the book
includes an appendix of these communiqués, agreements,
laws, and resolutions (173–218).

This concise book also exposes in detail the origins of
the spectacular security flop of our time: America’s fail-
ure to prevent the Chinese communist government from
becoming the most destabilizing sovereign threat in the
Asia-Pacific region, a threat whose rise to power was
much aided by the U.S. government, guided by a faulty
U.S. strategic vision instituted under President Richard
Nixon. Partly due to America’s longstanding romanticism
about China in general, and to America’s hopeless igno-
rance about China’s strategic culture in particular, as well
as the Eurocentric strategic tilt within America’s national
security establishment, U.S. global policy had a major
strategic weakness throughout the Cold War: being
overly obsessed with the USSR as the primary and only
source of instability, and demanding that the USSR’s de-
feat and humiliation be total and unconditional. Elle-
man’s book successfully and convincingly places key U.S.
Taiwan Strait military policies and their up-and-down
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swings in the context of this American crusade against
the Soviet Union.

Despite its enormous success between 1950 and 1969,
America’s Taiwan policy—the most crucial component of
which was the U.S. Seventh Fleet’s Taiwan Patrol Force,
established in 1950—was abruptly changed by President
Nixon in 1969 when the White House terminated con-
stant patrols by U.S. destroyers in the Taiwan Strait. The
new policy favored intermittent patrols by lesser vessels
so that Mr. Nixon could give the People’s Republic of
China (PRC) leaders in Beijing some “face” for engaging
in a direct dialogue about an anti-USSR united front
(113). From that point, playing the China card—reserv-
ing the option of a stronger alliance with Beijing than
with Taipei—in order to destroy the Soviet Union has
dominated America’s strategic thinking with regards to
the Taiwan Strait, including the June 1971 lifting of
America’s strategic embargo against the PRC, Nixon’s
trip to China in 1972, and the subsequent steady down-
grading of Taiwan and elevation of the PRC in political
and diplomatic recognition, climaxing in the transfer of
official U.S. recognition from Taipei to Beijing on Janu-
ary 1, 1979, under President Jimmy Carter.

The author credits Nixon’s 1969 termination of the
U.S. Seventh Fleet’s regular patrols in the Taiwan Strait
as the most pivotal point, with “China’s gradual political
reorientation from a member of the Soviet bloc to coop-
eration with the U.S. against the USSR” being only partly
the result of political pressure (158). The author states,
“To a larger degree, it was the Taiwan Patrol Force that
was America’s tip of the spear in this larger effort” to
bring China closer to the West, further away from the
Soviet Union. Elleman goes on to assert, “Thus, a rela-
tively obscure naval operation helped produce enormous
political consequences far beyond the scope of its daily
activities” (158).

This conclusion needs careful scrutiny, however.
Because by 1969, the USSR and the PRC had already
been on a path of mutual loathing for many years and
China had a stronger need for playing the “U.S. Card”
than the U.S. of playing the “China Card,” although they
did not necessarily want to “become closer to the West,”
as Mr. Nixon and his national security aide Henry Kissin-
ger, and many who have followed in their footsteps, had
hoped. After having brilliantly played the “U.S. Card” in
the past several decades, today’s China is in no funda-
mental way closer to the West. Instead, with the disinte-
gration of the USSR, and the stupefying infusion of
American technology and economic benefits, today’s
China wants to dominate, not integrate with, the West,
especially the U.S. This is amply demonstrated in China’s
rapid drive to reach a military parity with America, and
with China’s menacing military postures in the East and
South China Seas challenging U.S. military preponder-
ance and collective defense arrangements. The U.S.
helped create a powerful adversary in a crusade against a
bigger adversary in the Cold War. In the end, the U.S. is
haunted by its own creation.

MAOCHUN MILES YU

United States Naval Academy
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AISHWARY KUMAR. Radical Equality: Ambedkar, Gandhi,
and the Risk of Democracy. (Cultural Memory in the
Present.) Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press,
2015. Pp. xiv, 393. $65.00.

In a recent essay (“Rights vs. Duties,” Boston Review 41,
no. 3 [2016]: 42–47), Samuel Moyn calls attention to the
urgent need for a renewed focus on the idea of “duties”
in history, juxtaposing a lacuna on that topic with what he
sees as an overemphasis on the study of “human rights”
over the last several decades. Rights and duties go hand
in hand, inasmuch as every right suggests correlative obli-
gations, yet there has been no corresponding public or ac-
ademic discussion of duty’s place in the pursuit of the
public good. Not incidentally, Moyn begins his essay with,
and weaves the threads of his argument around, the ideas
of Mohandas Gandhi, for whom duty was an important
guiding principle.

Aishwary Kumar approaches these issues tangentially
in his thought-provoking new book Radical Equality:
Ambedkar, Gandhi, and the Risk of Democracy. Gandhi’s
philosophy, and his politics, Kumar suggests, were ulti-
mately built around a set of duties and obligations that
structured society and guided all human relations. But
significantly, Gandhi’s “conception of social obligation
[was condensed] within the disciplinary and punitive lim-
its of moral law” (54), what he called maryada dharma.
So while emancipation stemmed from commitment to
dharma, the moral law, which instructed all humans on
righteousness (28), it had to be constrained (maryada). It
is precisely on this point that B. R. Ambedkar, the cham-
pion of India’s lower caste (Dalit) community, most
fiercely diverged from the Mahatma, with whom he
would forever have a fraught relationship. For while Gan-
dhi was a strong advocate for ending the practice of “un-
touchability,” and stood against discrimination based on
birth, he remained committed to the overall organization
of society, the social structure, on which the practice was
based. “Within the surreptitious logic of maryada
dharma, in other words, the harijan [Gandhi’s term for
Dalits] became the limit beyond which satyagraha [the
Gandhian method of pursuit of Truth], no matter how
militantly reformist it promised to be, would not venture”
(170). Gandhian duty, in other words, though mechanisti-
cally connected to nonviolence, was ironically blind to the
violence of heredity, which for Ambedkar undermined
Gandhian duty’s legitimacy.

Against this vision, Ambedkar claims that “our Satya-
graha is for regaining our human rights,” for “a right to
have rights” or what he called a “general mobilization”
through which mastery and control (maryada) would give
way to a type of obligation not governed by moral law,
but instead by fellowship (maitri) (148, 231, 138). This
was not a mere liberal assertion, however, since liberty
and equality were sublimated to the triad’s famous third
face, fraternity. So obligation “must be grounded in a
shared moral ontology that imparts a just commonality to
acts of individual will” in order for there to be true free-
dom (304).
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