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Castles, Assignment One:  Critical Book Review (1,000 words, 20% of final mark)
For this assignment, you should critique a specific book.  You should select the book in consultation with me.  Generally speaking, any of the books on the Introductory and Possible Books to Review sections of the reading list will be appropriate.

Book reviews can be found in most academic journals.  You should take a look at these, though bear in mind that not all of these, maybe over half, will not be suitable models for you.  

There are two problems with book reviews in journals.  First, many simply reflect the reviewer’s prejudices – they tell you more about the reviewer than the book.  Second, many are technical rather than critical.  That is, they simply repeat the argument of the book rather than criticizing it, and concentrate on technical details (typos, errors, format of book) rather than on its academic content.

Your aim is to be critical.  This does not mean you have to be ‘negative’, or to find lots of things that are wrong with the book, or simply to say that you do/do not like it.  The words ‘critical’ and ‘critique’ are complex, but they mean in part that you should evaluate the book independently – identify different themes, comment on how they relate one to another, evaluate the purpose and content of the book.

Here are some of the things you should think about – these are suggestions, not a formal check-list:

· The aims of the author:  what he/she is trying to do in the book.  A short summary of the argument may be appropriate.  (One of my biggest objections to many book reviews is that they do not take time to think about the author’s aims – criticizing an apple for not being an orange.)  These aims may not be overtly stated – it is up to you to tease them out.
· The intended audience (is it appropriate for that audience?  Does it use too much academic jargon for a ‘popular’ book?  What background knowledge does the author assume?)

· The original points made by the book, or more precisely, what it claims to be original – is it justified in these claims?

· The theoretical basis of the book.  What assumptions is the book making?  Are these correct – can you subject them to scrutiny?

· The evidential basis of the book.  Has it interpreted castles correctly?  Can you identify any errors?  (Can you find evidence that confirms/casts doubt on the interpretations offered, or suggest relevant material that the book should have dealt with?)

· How does the book compare and contrast with other, ‘competing’ volumes?  (I encourage you to read a range of other introductory books/articles, though no one book is compulsory.)
You may feel that as a freshman you don’t know enough yet to do this successfully – that the author is an ‘expert’, that you can’t possibly know enough to be critical of them.  But remember that you are part of the intended audience for the book.  If it doesn’t convince you, the book is not doing its job properly.

Finally, note that reviews are not consistently referenced in some journals.  For this assignment, it is important that you reference fully in the usual manner.

I will post examples of both ‘good’ and ‘bad’ reviews on Blackboard ASAP and by 13th January at the latest.  NB. Not all of these will be of castle books.


