[image: image5.png]A. In evaluating the work for accuracy, you should examine the author's facts.
Does he make glaring errors of fact, especially regarding important points in
his argument? This may require your spot-checking some of his key points
with another source. Do not overly concern yourself with minor errors such as
the spelling of a name or an exact date, unless it makes a real difference in his

argument. You may not find many substantial errors if the book is well
written.

B. In evaluating the work for logic, you should ask whether or not the author's
argument makes sense.

. Does the author leave any questions unanswered?
. Does he/she make unwarranted assumptions?
. Are his/her statements of cause and effect reasonable?

This is especially crucial if an author is developing a major new interpretation and
his evidence base is slim. In other cases, this may not be a significant factor, and
you should concentrate on evaluating the book's accuracy and balance.

C. In evaluating the work for balance, you should ask yourself if the author is
fair.

e Does he/she have a particular axe to grind, or is he/she attempting to view
the past as a detached observer seeking to discover the truth?

e Does he/she weigh the evidence (pro and con) carefully and use it fairly,
or does he/she seem to bend it to fit his/her own presuppositions?

An author's national origin, political affiliation, occupation, and even religious
beliefs can have an influence on his objectivity, and you must develop some
information on the author of the book. This can sometimes be gathered from the
preface, from the dust jacket (if it is still extant), or the backs of paperback books.

In the third section, conclude your review by stating your opinion about the
relevance of the book.

e Was it a good source?
e Are there better accounts?

e  Would I recommend this for others to read?
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Your review will be divided into three sections.

1. The first section identifies the scope or theme of the book, how the book is
organized, and the material upon which the book is based.

A. The scope of the book includes the general subject area and the chronological
period covered.

B. The theme is the message the author is attempting to convey concerning the
historical period under consideration. In some cases, identifying the theme
will be extremely easy - the author will spell it out for you in the introduction
or conclusion. In other cases, it may be more difficult and you may have to
synthesize a good deal of what the author says into a simple sentence. In any
event, you should attempt to state the author's central idea in one sentence.
Remember, in this section, you are merely identifying his thesis or purpose,
not evaluating it.

C. Your identification and classification of the sources the author has chosen

should also be brief. Tell whether the book relies mainly on primary materials
or secondary sources.

e Primary materials include original documents, eyewitness accounts,
personal papers, memoirs, etc. They are materials that the author is using
to get his knowledge of the facts without relying on other historians.

e Secondary sources are usually biographies or other works of history in
which the author's knowledge of the facts is conditioned by what others
studying the past have said.

There is obviously some overlap between primary and secondary data, but the
categories are fairly well identifiable. You should briefly summarize the actual
materials the author uses. For example, the account may be based largely on
official reports, private papers, memoirs, other works of history, or a combination
of the above. It is extremely important that you know the material upon which the
book is based, because it will aid you greatly in your evaluation.

2. The second section will consist of an analysis of the author's treatment of his
subject using the criteria of accuracy, logic, and balance. Include a discussion of
the book's strengths and weaknesses. This analysis, along with the thesis
identification, is the most important aspect of your book review.
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[image: image4.png]The length of your book review is to be approximately 1,000 words (four or five
typewritten, double spaced pages, 12 pt. Times New Roman font). You will probably
have to rewrite your review at least once in order to boil the required analysis down to
this length. I strongly suggest that you write your review one week before it is due, let it
gather dust for a while, and then go back and put it into final form.

Reviews must be typewritten.




