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Introduction












Students are frequently required to write book reviews in upper division courses. Learning how to write a competent book review is an important and valuable skill, especially for those students who aspire to graduate or professional degrees.
This discussion -- which draws heavily on Greg Scott and Stephen Garrison’s The Political Science Student Writer’s Manuel (2000), 3rd Edition, (New Jersey, Prentice Hall) -- should help those students who have never been required to write a book review, and nonetheless be of use to students who have done reviews for non-social science books and topics.


As Scott and Garrison note, “Successful book reviews answer three questions:

· What did the writer of the book communicate?

· How clearly and convincingly did he or she get this message across to the reader?

· What the message worth reading?” (p. 194).

Competent book reviewers answer these questions effectively, succinctly, and in an organized manner. People reading a book review should know within the first paragraph the book’s topic, whether the book is worth reading, and whether the book contains any significant flaws. In essence, a book reviewer’s job is to tell the reader whether or not the book is worth buying. As an academic exercise, the reviewer’s job is essentially the same: to convey to the instructor or reader whether the book (which the student should assume the instructor has already read) is worth reading, what they learned from the book, and whether they “bought” the author’s argument. 


While students may be tempted to try “giving the instructor what they want” (e.g. rave about books they believe that instructor likes, and slam books they believe the instructor dislikes), taking such a path is risky and unlikely to lead to a good grade. Students are assigned book reviews in order to broaden their understanding of a topic. The most effective path to a good grade is to do the hard work necessary to complete such an assignment effectively. The process of writing an effective book review involves the following steps:

· Learning about the book to be reviewed;

· Learn about the professional standards for book reviews in the discipline for whom the book review is being written (e.g. anthropology, economics, history, political science, psychology, or sociology);

· Learn the essential steps of book reviewing that apply to any academic discipline.

Preliminaries to Writing a Book Review









Before a student begins to write a book review, they should undertake a few preliminary tasks:

· Read the book! Take the time to read the book thoroughly. That usually means reading the book at least twice: once through quickly, even at a skim pace, in order to get a broad appreciation for the text; then, read the book carefully and seriously, taking notes while reading. Students who do not get past the “skimming” part are not in a position to review the book.

· Ask your instructor for specific directions. Do not be afraid to ask the instructor for any specific instructions beyond those in the syllabus, especially in terms of the length of the review, the formatting, etc. Some instructors do have idiosyncratic requirements, so students are well advised to ask each instructor for their preferences.

· Respond to the book while writing. Students should take notes, jot down questions or reactions, and begin the process of organizing each response into the structure of the review (more on structure below).

· Get to know the subject. Students should use the library to find journals and books on the subject. Students can develop a passing familiarity in sub-disciplines fairly quickly, and such a familiarity will prove invaluable as they turn to begin constructing their book reviews.

· Familiarize yourself with other books by the subject. Earlier books by the author will likely have been reviewed in scholarly journals. Oftentimes, author’s research programs build off earlier work. Familiarizing oneself with that earlier research puts a student in a better position to appreciate the contributions of an author, but also some of the weaknesses of the author’s research approach.

· Read reviews of similar books. Most political science journals have book review sections, generally at the end of each issue. Students should go to the library and browse some of the more reputable journals to familiarize themselves with the structure, length, and formatting of book reviews in those journals. Students need not feel as though they need to “reinvent the wheel,” as it were!

· Look for reviews of that specific book. Particularly if a book review is part of a course assignment, most assigned books will be a couple of years old, and will have been reviewed by professional scholars. Students can gain valuable insight into the reception of a book by the community of scholars. At the same time, while some instructors will encourage students to look for such reviews, other instructors may take a dim view of such work by students, viewing it as a form of “cribbing.” Students should discuss this matter with their instructors before undertaking such research, and in any event should cite and reference any book reviews they encounter in their outside research.

Elements of a Book Review










Political science is a nonfiction topic. Therefore, book reviews within the discipline primarily address content and methodology, and devote less time to analyzing writing style or readability. Students’ book reviews should generally contain four basic elements:

· Introduction
· Summarization
· Analysis
· Evaluation

Introduction

Introductions should capture the reader’s appreciation of the book. If a reviewer is enthusiastic about the book, his or her introduction should convey that enthusiasm. Likewise, if the reviewer has serious reservations, he or she should pass along to the reader in their opening a sentence that captures the source of their unease about the book’s arguments, methodology, political intent, etc. Students should recall that the introduction is the reviewer’s first (and perhaps) only shot at a first impression; therefore, students should as much effort and imagination into their opening sentence as they can muster.

Summarization


The purpose of this element of the book review is to allow the reader to engage with the reviewer in examining the book. The reviewer, depending on their audience (e.g. their instructor, an audience of lay-persons, an entire discipline or sub-discipline of the social sciences, etc.), should take the time to re-construct the author’s arguments in an efficient and readable manner. 

A word of advice: avoid taking a “laundry-list” approach to the book’s summary. An example would be the temptation to write “In Chapter One, the author….” “In Chapter Two, the author…”, and so on. The primary difficulty with this approach is that it threatens to bog the reviewer down in the particular arguments of the book. That leads to elongated reviews that instructors will find tedious, and in later life editors will reject when students seek to get book reviews published. 

A second admonition is to avoid over-reliance on quotations in conveying the author’s arguments. The use of quotations is much like the use of spices in cooking: too much can ruin the dish. The judicious use of the author’s most effective passages “spices” up the review, and exposes the reader to the author’s eloquence and passion. The excessive use of quotation may rob the reviewer of his or her narrative voice, and lead the reader to question whether the review is worth reading.

The most effective way to summarize a work is to seek to identify the three (or, at most, four) most important elements of an author(s) argument, and to attempt to put those arguments into the reviewer’s words, occasionally inserting quotations when the author makes the point in a particularly effective manner.

Analysis


This section of a book review should focus on a book’s value and contribution to a body of scholarship. The reviewer should focus on two tasks: a) laying out the author’s goals (e.g. what hypothesis they were attempting to investigate, what body of knowledge they were seeking to deepen, what shibboleths they were seeking to expose, etc.), and b) how the author’s work compares to other similar work within their discipline or sub-discipline or with the general field of social science. 


Reviewers may take the opportunity in this section to offer additional insight into the author: Are they a controversial figure within their discipline? Is their work widely accepted? Is this a promising newcomer? Is this the first, middle, or the latest in a line of research? Does this author have an ideological axe to grind? This sort of information can help the reader gather insight on the author, and where to locate the book within the wider body of literature on a given subject. 


Reviewers should also take the time to seek out other reviews by peer-reviewed journals. Those reviews may help the novice reviewer pick up criticisms that may have nagged at them while reading but were unable to adequately articulate. Particularly with student reviews, the value of looking through journals and “Googling” for reviews by more established accomplishes two tasks: identifying strengths and flaws that may be difficult for the untrained eye to see, but also providing for an additional basis for establishing their own narrative voice in the next section.

Evaluation


Having summarized and analyzed the book’s purpose, the reviewer should explain to the reader why in their view the book succeeds or fails to fulfill its author’s ambitions. In order to successfully evaluate the book, reviewers will need to establish and describe some objective criteria, and then compare the book’s arguments to that criterion. For many students, this segment of the review is daunting, and many students have asked the question, “What do I know? I’m just an undergraduate.” That question, while understandable, is also defeatist. Students have to recognize that the journey to enlightenment begins by taking on these sorts of assignments with an open mind and performing to the best of one’s capabilities.

The following are elements that should be included in any objective criterion of a book review within the field of political science:

· How important is the subject to the study of politics and/or government?

· How complete and thorough is the author’s coverage of the subject?

· How carefully is the author’s analysis conducted:

· What are the strengths and limitations of the author’s methodologies?

· What is the quality of the writing? Is it clear, precise, and interesting?

· How does this book compare with others on the subject?

· What contribution does this book make to political science?

· Who will enjoy or benefit from reading this book?

Evaluations based on this criterion should be precise. Simply writing, “I loved this book; it was better than Cats! I’ll go to see it again, and again, and again” offers neither the reader nor the author anything interesting or valuable. Such a review is utterly subjective, and only someone who knows the reviewer and his or her aesthetic/scholarly taste intimately could possibly benefit. 

Qualities of Effective Political Science Book Reviews






Most competent book reviews share qualities that are common to most effective critical writing, and include three common elements:

· Service to the reader;

· Fairness;

· Succinctness and specificity.

A book review should serve an idealized reader, and not the author that writes the book or the instructor that assigns the book. Should (God forbid) the two be one and the same, students should point out the ethical quandary the instructor has imposed on the student, and decline to review that particular book.

Readers (and, for the most part, instructors) want a fair review of the book. Try to avoid being excessively generous of a poorly written book, but also resist the temptation to castigate an author who “fails trying greatly” (e.g. unsuccessfully tackles a truly complex and/or difficult problem). 

Another important consideration in maintaining fairness is full disclosure. If a reviewer has a bias that may color or influence their review, then they have a fiduciary obligation to inform their reader of that bias. Indeed, if the bias is significant enough, the reviewer should seek to identify another book to review. At the same time, the reviewer should recognize the essential humility at the heart of any reviewing project. The art of book reviewing is to assert the relevance of one’s own voice while putting the author’s project center stage. Many a bad review begins with the notion that an author is to blame for not writing the book that the reviewer would have written.

A final word on fairness: writing a book is difficult. A good reviewer appreciates the efforts of anyone who has taken the time and effort to research and write a book, even if they may ultimately think that the book was badly written, researched, etc. Try to find something in the text worthy of mention, while maintaining an objective perspective. A book reviewer has an obligation to show both the strengths and weaknesses of a book, and allow the reader to make their own decision as to whether a book is worthy of purchasing.

Format and Content












Some instructors provide detailed instructions on the formatting of book review assignments. Some instructors require a separate title page (although this instructor does not), and some prefer a particular font (e.g. Times New Roman, Arial, Currier, etc.). At minimum, however, students should include certain basic information – book title, author, publisher, date of publication, and number of pages – and adopt some sort of organizational framework. Below is the formatting that this instructor prefers:
Book Review

Stanley P. Berard, Southern Democrats in the U.S. House of Representatives, (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2001).

Reviewed by Kenneth S. Hicks, Assistant Professor, Department of Social and Behavioral Science, Rogers State University (e-mail: Kennethhicks@rsu.edu). 

Politics in the South has rarely been dull, and has been the object of a great deal of sustained scholarly investigation, perhaps best illustrated by V.O. Key’s magisterial Politics and Society in the South (1949). Generations of political scientists have attempted with varying success to reconcile southern politics and its many frankly undemocratic impulses within the larger context of American politics. Changes in party strategy and voting patterns portend significant changes for the role of the South in national politics, and for the very nature of southern politics. Stanley Berard’s book, Southern Democrats in the U.S. House of Representatives, attempts to explain the changing behavior of southern Democratic representatives to the House of Representatives and the changing nature of the southern constituencies that elect Democrats.

Berard is writing about two distinctive worlds. First, Berard relies extensively on National Election Survey data to track changes in the primary and reelection constituencies of southern Democrats between 1973 and 1997. The second world is the legislative world of Congress, where southern Democrats have occupied a distinctive and influential niche from the earliest days of the Republic. That Southern Democrats is a doctoral dissertation helps explain its narrow focus and the heavily empirical methodology.  Drawing substantially on the work of David Rohde, James Glaser, Earl and Merle Black, and Nicol Rae among others, Berard focused his study on a few empirically testable hypotheses: first, that legislators share voting dispositions with one another based on a confluence of policy preferences; second, that such confluences of policy preferences among legislators is correlated with similar constituent preferences; and third, that southern Democrats have begun acting in a manner similar to their northern Democratic counterparts can be explained by a growing similarity between northern and southern constituencies (Berard, p. xi-xii). 

The principal causes of change in the behavior of southern Democrats are well known: the themes of urbanization, the mobilization of African-American voters, and the rise of competitive two-party competition have been familiar to scholars of southern politics over the past half-century. However, scholars who predicted that the South would follow the same evolutionary path as the North have largely been mistaken, as Berard competently notes. Part of the value of Berard’s book is his attempts to empirically link changes in political attitudes and voting behavior to survey data. For example, while Key hypothesized that urbanization would interact with African-American voter mobilization to produce a more liberalized electorate, Berard correctly notes that Key’s hypothesis has been only partially born out: the blend of urbanization and large African-American concentrations has displaced but not eliminated traditional southern conservatism that historically characterized traditional southern politics (p. 73). 

Political analysis of the South must inevitably confront the issue of race. Historically, whichever party too closely aligned themselves strategically with African-American interests has found themselves on the losing end of electoral contests. However, the patterns that have manifested themselves in the past may or may not persist. Today, for example, low levels of education and relatively low rates of electoral participation have persisted in the ‘black belt’,
 and in combination with redistricting attempts to create majority-minority districts
 have worked (to some extent) to the favor of African-Americans and Republicans and to the detriment of traditional (that is to say, white) Democratic interests. Similarly, while urbanization has produced greater educational attainment and higher median incomes -- and typically more liberal attitudes on certain social issues -- southern suburban and urban voters continue to embrace more conservative economic views. 

Berard also confirms previous scholarship suggesting that while African-Americans represent the most liberal wing of the Democratic Party on some issues (e.g. economic and civil rights issues), collectively African-Americans reflect conservative attitudes on many social issues (e.g. school prayer, abortion, and civil liberties). Consequently, predicting that the enfranchisement of African-Americans would result in the liberalization of the South confuses the liberalism of African-Americans, and underestimates the degree to which African-Americans are also distinctively ‘southern’ in many of their attitudes. 

Berard’s analysis of roll-call votes in the House indicates a progressive liberal trend in certain issue areas. Berard aptly notes factors that account for this leftward tilt: redistricting, the realignment of issue-centric partisan activists, the intensification of partisanship in foreign affairs and military policy, an enhancement of the House leadership’s ability to offer ‘cover’ and incentives to members on certain votes all figure prominently. At the same time, Berard concludes that predictions of a return to one-party politics – with the Republican Party replacing Democrats – is unlikely. While Republicans will replace conservative Democrats, in all likelihood the South will increasingly reflect the diversity of interests that have always laid dormant in the South, which suggests that neither Republicans nor Democrats can safely rely on the ‘Solid South’ to confer a consistent advantage in electoral politics.

Frankly, Berard does not dare greatly, and this book illustrates some of the troubles associated with converting a dissertation to a book. Berard’s use of statistics and national survey data is sound, and he clearly appears to understand the complexities of party politics and the conditional role political parties play within government. That said, the most disappointing aspect of the book is the lack of context that would render the text more accessible to a wider audience. For example, Berard notes that the Democratic leadership has been able to use a number of tactics to persuade southern Democrats to support more liberal policies than their constituencies might have supported; for example, using the amendment process to provide ‘cover’ for members in conservative districts that may look unfavorably on a representative’s positive vote. A few examples how these sorts of legislative maneuvers are accomplished would have aided a less knowledgeable reader. 

In conclusion, the world of southern politics demands an expansive canvass, and the narrow focus of the book seems unduly confining. In particular, the transformation of role of southerners within the Democratic Party deserves more contextual analysis. Attempting to track the vicissitudes of electoral politics with survey data and roll call votes obscures much of what passes for politics in the South. Consequently, while recommending the text for scholars specializing in legislative process and voting behavior, the text seems too narrowly focused and limited for a wider audience that may not be particularly interested in arcane discussions of the nexus between constituencies, representatives, and public policy.
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� The ‘black belt’ is the region running through the center of South Carolina, Georgia, Alabama, Mississippi, and Louisiana. The black belt is so-named because of the rich soil that facilitated cotton planting and for the high concentrations of African-American population.


� For those untutored in the intricacies of U.S. electoral politics, ‘majority-minority’ refers to attempts by various state legislatures to draw district boundaries with a majority of African-American populations.
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