






. should be written in a month: two weeks reading the book, one week planning your review,
Some say a review 

and one week writing it.

Id II try to outline your book review before you
Although many don't write an outline for an essay, you shou 

_
rea y

.. . 

write it. This will keep you on task and stop you from straying mto wntmg an academic essay.

classic book review structure is as follows:

• liije including complete bibliographic citation f� t e1 
war\ ��:!:/�:�1:��:a�t::�����•1��:.ai•

of publication, edition statement, pages, spec1a ea ures 

• One paragraph identifying the thesis, and whether the author achieves the stated purpose of the book.

• One or two paragraphs summarizing the book •

• One paragraph on the book's strengths.

• One paragraph on the book's weaknesses.

• One paragraph on your assessment of the book's strengths and weaknesses.

Writing the Review 

Once ou've read the book, try to spend no more than one or two weeks writing the review. Allowing a �reat 

y 
. to fall between reading the book and writing about it is unfair to you and the author. The pomt of

::::n: ::;ething short like a book review is to do it quickly. Sending a publication to a journal is always scary,

sitting on the review won't make it less so.

Avoiding Five common Pitfalls

1. Evaluate the text, don't just summarize it. While a succinct restatement of the text's points is important,

part of writing a book review is making a judgment. Is the book a contribution to the field? Does it add to 
our knowledge? Should this book be read and by whom? One needn't be negative to evaluate; for 
instance, explaining how a text relates to current debates in the field is a form of evaluation. 

2. Do not cover everything in the book. In other words, don't use the tabie of contents as a structuring
principle for your review. Try to organize your review around the book's argument or your argument
about the book.

3. Judge the book by its intentions not yours. Don't criticize the author for failing to write the book you think
that he or she should have written. As John Updike puts it, "Do not imagine yourself the caretaker of
any tradition, an enforcer of any party standards, a warrior in any ideological battle, a corrections officer
of any kind."

4. Likewise, don't spend too much time focusing on gaps. Since a book is only 200 to 500 pages, it cannot
possibly address the richness of any topic. For this reason, the most common criticism in any review is 
that the book doesn't address some part of the topic. If the book purports to be about ethnicity and film
and yet lacks a chapter on Latinos, by all means, mention it. Just don't belabor the point. Another tic of
reviewers is to focus too much on books the author did not cite. If you are using their bibliography just to
display your own knowledge it will be obvious to the reader. Keep such criticisms brief.

5. Don't use too many quotes from the book. It is best to paraphrase or use short telling quotes within
sentences.



Tips for Academic Book Reviewers 

1. Reviewing books maintains one's sense of being part of a larger,

longer, scholarly conversation. It should be as much of a regular 

responsibility of academic life as peer reviewing (relative to 

opportunity). And like peer reviewing, it needs to be approached with 

greater care than it is sometimes afforded. 

2. Everyone should write book reviews, at all academic career stages.

It's not just a practice recommended for graduate students needing free 

books. It keeps one in the habit of close, critical, cover-to-cover reading. 

And what of the probable response: that contemporary academic work 

is structured in ways that make the continued cultivation of this habit 

unachievable? That may be so for many of us at many times. If we 

concede that across the board, however, then we acquiesce to the very 

transformation of universities that we often lament. 

3. Conflicts of interest, actual or perceived, are best avoided. Book

reviewers should disclose anything that could be viewed as such. I have 

reviewed friends' books before, to try to lend support to and foster 

engagement with colleagues' and collaborators' work. Upon reflection 

though, I should not have done so because of the possible perception 

that I might benefit professionally from advances in my co-authors' and 

collaborators' careers, and that my judgment might be coloured 

accordingly. I might instead have facilitated reviews of these books by 

someone at a greater distance from their authors. Of particular 

importance among conflicts is the following: think very carefully before 

reviewing a book in which your own work features prominently. If there 





t-Jroressor Joseph Weiler was put by one disgruntled author). 

Nonetheless, a fence-sitting, anodyne review wastes the writer's, editor's 

and reader's energies and does the author concerned no service at all. 

Reviewing books that frustrate you, but that you still regard as important 

and worthy of attention - this can really help move scholarly argument 

along. 

7. Don't just review 'up' or focus on renowned and established authors.

Seek out lesser-known works to spotlight. If you are bilingual or

multilingual, seek out books in a range of languages to pitch to book

review editors to help disturb the dominance of English in scholarly

publication. 

8. Don't send the review to the author, at least not prior to publication.

Don't imagine yourself in direct conversation with the author so much as

with the book and its other readers. This does not, of course, override

the imperative of being fair.

9. Explore the genre, including the toften undervalued) review essay.

Read widely in it. Approach the genre on its own terms, inspired by

those book reviews that you have found most arresting and illuminating

kR • ofas a reader. The Los Angeles Review of Books, the New Yoi ev,ew 

Books, the London Review of Books, Biblio, the Paris Review,

the Singapore Review of Books, The New Yorker, The Nation and

the Latin American Research Review all publish excellent book reviews,


