Book Review Assignment - History of Economic Thought

1. General Information

Your book review will determine one third of your final grade. It should be 6-10 pages long, typed, double-
spaced with normal margins. The review should be turned in Tuesday, November 23, the next to last class
meeting. Some suggestions for candidates for review are attached. You may propose your own candidate,
but it must be cleared with me first.

Your review will be graded both for content and for style. There will be no opportunity for rewriting. It
should be a finished and polished product, one that you would feel confident sending to the editor of a
journal for publication.

2. Advice on Writing a Review

The purpose of a book review is simple enough: it is to help your reader decide whether or not to read the
book. This is a vital function. I spend a lot of my research time reading, yet there are literally hundreds of
books published in my and related fields every year that I do not have time to read. The opportunity cost of
an academic's time is extremely high. Hours wasted on a mediocre book is time that could have been spent
reading a good one. Consulting reviews is one method that academics use to try to avoid such non-

optimal outcomes.

In constructing your review think first about who your audience is. In this case it consists of historians of
economic thought. If it helps you to focus, think of me as your intended reader. This is an especially
appropriate strategy in this case given that [ am also your actual reader!

Your review should offer a summary of the book's arguments or an abstract of the themes of the various
papers if it is an edited volume. You should be careful, however, not to fill your review with superfluous
information; for example, in a book about Alfred Marshall, your reader does not need to be told who
Marshall was. A summary of arguments is typically viewed as the minimal content of a review.

The best reviews (and this is the kind I am looking for from you) go beyond mere summaries and provide an
assessment of the book's merits and faults. Assessments can be of many varieties. What is the purpose of
the book? Does the author purport to fill in a gap in the literature, or to propose a new interpretation of a
text, or to look at some economist's arguments within a new context? How successful is the author? Does
the book compare favorably to others in the field? What about the author's theses? Are they coherent?
Plausible? New?

Usually the reviewer is a specialist on the subject, so is able to answer such questions relatively painlessly.
You are not specialists on the history of thought, and unless you are very lucky you won't be an expert on
the topic discussed in the book you choose to review. The inference should be clear: in order to write an
excellent review you will have to do some background work, and that probably includes at least dipping into
other books on the subject.



To give you some guidance, I have appended three of my own book reviews as examples. The content of
the reviews may be a little opaque to you. The one on the book by Mark Blaug was not quite eight
typewritten pages so is close to the length of the review you will probably write. This review was one of
the first things I ever published. Were I correcting it, I would point out that it contains too many commas
and that Hayek's first name is misspelled.

Four words on plagiarism: do not try it. I am a fairly regular reader of reviews. If yours looks like one I've
seen before you are dead meat.
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