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The critical gift: Revaluing book reviews in Educational Philosophy and Theory 

Sean Sturm (University of Auckland) 

 

1: “The fate of the book review” (Di Leo, 2009) 

 

Scholarly book reviews are dying. Academics – and the journals with which academics exist 

in an unhealthy co-dependence – keep them alive only to sell books and to boost the books on 

their CVs. So say the cynics. And a litany of reviews of book reviews would tend to agree 

(Di Leo, 2009; Diani, 2009; East, 2011; Henige, 2001; Hyland, 2000; Lee, Green, Johnson, & 

Nyquist, 2010; Nicolaisen, 2002, Spink, Robbins, & Schamber, 1998). They aren’t valued for 

a number of reasons.1 First, they aren’t considered peer-reviewed “outputs” for research audit 

purposes – and they are rarely cited anyway (so they’re a waste of time for strategic 

academics).2 Secondly, they aren’t as effective as they once were to promote books since the 

internet is faster and broader in reach than scholarly journals, and they don’t contribute to 

journal rankings or impact factors (so they’re a loss leader for publishers). And, thirdly, they 

can be biased (because reviews typically rely on the evaluation of a single reviewer who is 

not always an expert in the field); they tend to be positive – although more so in the sciences 

than the humanities (academics are past masters at damning with faint praise);3 and, like 

other scholarly activities, are prone to the Matthew, or “rich-get-richer,” effect (because 

books by established or better-known scholars tend to get published and reviewed). 

 

As a book reviews editor (and non-cynic), I well know these failings of reviews – and the 

challenges of having to find reviewers and encourage them to experiment with the genre. But 

I also know that book reviews are vital to their scholarly field because they serve to map what 

is considered of value in that field to its scholars. For this reason, they require scholarly 

revaluation in the light of the shift in our contemporary scholarly culture toward a focus on 

auditable and open-access research, a revaluation that cannot but bring into question the 

values that ground all scholarly fields. As Ann Chinnery puts it in an editorial for Studies in 

                                                
1 While the scholarly book review might be ailing and in need of revitalisation, other subspecies of of the genre 
are thriving: witness the ever-increasing significance of the user book review on retail websites like Amazon, if 
only because they offer a quantitative proxy to evaluate the reception of books by the buying public (Roncevic, 
2019). 
2 However, which books are reviewed is a reliable indicator of which books will end up being cited (Gorraiz, 
Gumpenberger, & Purnell, 2014). Also, insofar as book reviews themselves get cited, those that refer to other 
books in the scholarly field get cited more often – in the Humanities, at least (Zuccala & van Leeuwen, 2011). 
3 … and not in the discipline of philosophy … 



 2 

Philosophy and Education (2010, p. 418), book reviews serve not the market economy of the 

neoliberal academy (or, at least, not well), but the still vital gift ecology of the scholarly 

community: “Writing a book review is … an act of intellectual generosity – a kind of other-

centred responsibility that may not reap institutional rewards, but which is essential if we are 

to ensure the preservation [or cultivation, I would say] of a critical culture within academic 

communities.” As an editor, I value the book review as a critical gift, an act of scholarly 

generosity not only to readers, but also to reviewers. How so, I will endeavour to make clear. 

 

2. “The anatomy of a book review” (Hartley, 2010) 

 

To begin with, to understand better why book reviews tend not to be valued as highly as they 

once were and should be by the academy, we need to know something of how and why they 

got to be as they are. When book reviews as such began in the seventeenth century, their 

function was encyclopaedic: to summarise comprehensively the “state of learning” on 

particular topics via the books of the time (Roper, 1978, p. 19). With the advent of The 

Edinburgh Review in 1802, their function became evaluative: to offer a critical appraisal of 

those books chosen as worthy of review (Roper, 1978; Miranda, 1996). This new gate-

keeping function signalled what was to be the more general consolidation of scholarly 

disciplines and their canons through the long nineteenth century (see Lindholm-

Romantschuk, 1998).4 Reviews worked to contextualise the chosen books in, and evaluate 

their contribution to, a scholarly “conversation” (Stowe, 1991, p. 591; Fargo, Rowland, & 

Knapp, 2019) and, thereby, to the practices of a “scholarly community” (Miranda, 1996, p. 

196). They might evaluate the books in terms, for example, of their usefulness to a particular 

readership or their novelty – whether they “introduce new material, synthesise old material in 

a new way or offer a new interpretation of [an] already known phenomenon” (Odong-

Odoom, 2014, p. 80, citing Tobin, 2003 and Oinas & Leppala, 2013). 

 

This evaluative function shaped the structure of book reviews, which over time has settled 

into what has become a somewhat Procrustean formula (Motta-Roth, 1995a, 1995b; see 

Suárez & Moreno, 2006, 2008): 

 

                                                
4 For a telling analysis of the evolution of the rhetorical relationship between the reviewer as evaluator, the book 
and the author in the case of scholarly book reviews in English-language medical journals from 1890–2008, see 
Salager-Meyer, Alcaraz-Ariza, and Pabón (2010). 



 3 

• introduce the topic, author, readership and field of the book; 

• outline its structure and chapters; 

• highlight (and evaluate) some of its key concepts or contributions; and 

• evaluate the book as a whole. 

 

Thus, like other scholarly genres such as journal articles and peer reviews, reviews combine 

description and evaluation. But unlike journal articles, because reviews have a gate-keeping 

function, they sometimes quite openly play out the scholarly status games of cultural, social 

and economic capital that pre-occupy some academics and administrators (Bourdieu, 1988).5 

 

3. “Why write book reviews?” (Obeng-Odoom, 2014) 

 

Scholarly book reviews thus serve at least three purposes – and attract three sorts of scholarly 

capital. Firstly, they serve to promote books by advertising them to readers and libraries. This 

represents their economic capital. (And some reviewers do review to get free books.) 

Secondly, they speak to the status of both authors and reviewers as an occasion for the 

evaluation and audit of academic authors’ work and for novice academic reviewers, in 

particular, to immerse themselves in, and learn to contribute to, a scholarly field. (Donmoyer, 

2011). This represents their social capital. Thirdly, and most importantly, they allow 

reviewers to contribute critically to a scholarly conversation. This represents their cultural 

capital. As such, like other genres of scholarly writing, they represent an intervention in a 

scholarly field (North, 1992; Chinnery, 2010), in “an ecology of critical reading [and, I would 

add, writing] practices” (Wiley, 1993).6 But, to a greater extent than other genres, book 

reviews, in and through that intervention, serve to map what is of value in a scholarly field, 

namely, what work is valuable and what values are at work in it. Of course, what is of value 

in a field will differ from discipline to discipline. But what does not seem to differ from 

discipline to discipline is that we don’t tend to value reviews as highly as we once did – and 

                                                
5 For a fascinating blow-by-blow account of an only sometimes scholarly stoush over the nature of book reviews 
in Pre/Text between rhetoric and composition scholars Stephen North and David Bartholomae after the latter 
reviewed the former’s book, see Mark Wiley’s “How to Read a Book: Reflections on the Ethics of Book 
Reviewing” (1993), which is by way of a response to North’s essay “On Book Reviews in Rhetoric and 
Composition” (1992). For a more recent example of how disciplines can talk past each other in book reviews, 
see the book review symposium on Stephen Pinker’s The Better Angels of our Nature in Sociology (Ray, Lea, & 
Bhatt, 2013) and his rejoinder (Pinker, 2015).  
6 For the use of book reviews to teach students how to write for a scholarly audience, see Rowland, Knapp, and 
Fargo (2019, 2020). 
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as we should. And we certainly don’t often think about how reviews map what is of value in a 

field. 

 

That is why the strategic advice on how to apply the introduce-outline-highlight-evaluate 

formula offered by a number of scholars from the sciences (e.g., Sarton, 1960) and 

humanities (e.g., Stowe, 1991) varies only slightly between disciplines.7 Lee et al. (2010, p. 

64) summarise the existing advice: 

 

• be professional and constructive 

• be comprehensive, yet succinct 

• address the strengths and weaknesses of the book 

• locate it in its field and evaluate it relative to others in the field 

• explain how it will serve its readers.8 

 

But I find Ronald Chenail’s advice in his “How to Read and Review a Book like a 

Qualitative Researcher” (2010) to be the most useful, despite its sometimes well-worn but 

worthwhile adages about reviewing (“Before reading the book, take a tour of it to get a 

general impression of [its] main features”).9 For him, book reviews should be more of a piece 

with the characteristic scholarly approaches (theory, concepts and methodology) of the 

discipline and be “creative,” rather than aim to be transdisciplinary or “objective” (Chenail, 

2010, p. 1635). I’ll return to his advice. 

 

And although there are also slight variations in the customary forms of book review across 

the disciplines, book reviews do tend to take one of several related forms (see Hartley, 2006; 

Lee et al., 2010; Miranda, 1996): 

 

• reviews of a single book by a single reviewer 

                                                
7 For one of the few attempts to collect empirical data to compare disciplinary differences in book reviews, see 
Spink et al. (1998), which suggests that book reviews in the sciences tend to be descriptive and those in the 
humanities, more explicitly evaluative. East (2011) argues that they are given greater weight in the humanities 
(in the scholarly community and in research audits), due to the greater importance of monographs in the 
humanities, and that they tend to be longer, include more references and experiment more in their style. 
8 For an entertaining dialogue on the virtues or otherwise of book reviewing (and editing book reviews), see 
Langlitz and Fitzgerald (2019). 
9 For further practical advice, see Adams (2007) and Hartley (2008). 
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• reviews of a single book by multiple reviewers (“integrated book reviews,” 

“roundtables” or “symposia”) – usually separate, but sometimes collaborative; 

sometimes as a dialogue between the reviewers, and sometimes with responses from 

the author (and very occasionally as an interview with the author) 

• reviews of multiple books on the same topic (“review essays” or “omnibus reviews”), 

usually by a single author. 

 

Usually the book reviews are on miscellaneous topics, but occasionally they are on a 

common topic or theme, as in special issues. Reviews of a single book by a single reviewer 

are by far the most common form, perhaps because they are considered the easiest to manage 

for editors and reviewers, and thus the most efficient, and because they fit with the 

predominantly individualised evaluation and audit of the work of academics that is demanded 

by the neoliberal academy (should strategic academics deign to do reviews).  

 

4. “Remediating the book review” (Tulley & Blair, 2009) 

 

If we scholars don’t tend to value reviews as highly as we once did, the tiredness of the 

customary forms and formula of book reviews and their decline in scholarly status 

nonetheless demands that we think about how reviews map what is of value in a field. One 

way to begin to do so, as Chenail (2010) reminds us, is to approach reviews more creatively 

and in keeping with our discipline’s approaches to research. Stephen North (1992) offers 

some prompts for revitalizing the book review in general: 

 

• promote more dissonance around reviews, for example, by inviting responses to 

reviews from authors or readers 

• publicise the selection criteria for books (and perhaps also the evaluation criteria) 

• speed up the reviewing process (perhaps by inviting reviewers before books are 

published or publishing reviews online first) 

• get editors to collaborate to facilitate these suggestions 

• set up a dedicated review journal for the discipline. 

 

As Reviews Editor of Educational Philosophy and Theory, I endorse the dialogue and 

openness that the first two of these prompts promise. We at the journal are somewhat 
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constrained because ours is a primarily textual journal that solicits reviews (but also 

welcomes suggestions of books for review and forms of review) and is limited in its space for 

reviews, such that we tend to permit only one review per book and to limit reviews to about 

1500 words. However, I welcome experiments in the writing of book reviews that move 

beyond the customary formula and speak to this ethos of dialogue and openness, which 

would seem to be both creative and in keeping with our discipline’s approaches to research. 

This is by way of saying that I value the book review as a critical gift, as an act of scholarly 

generosity not only to readers, but also to reviewers. A review is a critical gift to readers, 

firstly, in that it addresses what was said in the book, but also what was not: what was 

implicit (contextual, understated or hidden) or ignored (excluded, overlooked or unintended). 

And, just as importantly for me and this journal, a review is also a critical gift to reviewers in 

that it offers them a chance to say something “otherwise”: not just to say something different 

(what was not in the book), but also to say it differently.10 Thus, a review is critical because it 

addresses what a book could have said and how it could have said it, because attends to the 

unactualised possibilities of the book – it “counter-actualises” it, as Deleuze (1990, pp. 150–

152) might say.11 

 

Let me offer some possibilities from a range of disciplines (not including the philosophy of 

education, which has tended to play it safe) so we can see what book reviews can do. 

Reviewers might 

 

• collaborate, for example, by written or oral dialogue (see Herd & Wilkins, 2015; 

Samer & Carlson, 2013), duoethnography (see Latz & Murray, 2012) or other forms 

of collective writing (Jandrić et al., 2017);12 

• interview or include responses from authors (see Zylinska, 1999; Rhodes, 2005); 

• use the review as a “point of departure” for their own thinking or writing, a practice 

much maligned by editors (Ashley, 2002; Cortada, 1998); 

• reflect on how the book has affected or might affect oneself, one’s teaching or, 

indeed, one’s writing (see Rankin, 2010); 

                                                
10 For a lovely (but somewhat tame) example of a reviewer refusing to review a book – John Schilb’s Rhetorical 
Refusals: Defying Audiences’ Expectations – according to the conventional formula, see Fernheimer (2009). 
11 For a suggestive introduction to how to actualise the concept of counter-actualisation (or, as it is otherwise 
known, “vice-diction”), see Sholtz (2016). 
12 Although book review symposia or roundtables are sometimes cooperatively conceived (as they are 
frequently in Sociology, for example), they are not commonly collaboratively written. For a recent example of 
the latter, see Boston, Cohn, McKittrick, and Snead (2014). 



 7 

• “remix” the book (see Lee, 2010; McCarthy, 2015), a form of what Samuels and 

McGann (1999) call “deformative criticism”; 

• read one book through another (see Sehgal, 2014; Murris, 2017), a kind of textual 

“diffraction” (Barad, 2014); and even just 

• employ hypertext or non-textual media (see Laux, 2018), as in artography (Springgay, 

Irwin, Leggo, & Gouzouasis, 2018).13 

 

By way of a conclusion, I offer a question: do not many of these possibilities suggest that 

book reviews – and books per se – are finally outgrowing the worn-out idea that writing is 

wholly textual (about words on a page),14 and reading and reviewing, an act of solitary study 

(about worship of “the Word,” perhaps)? For a start, most of us read book reviews online (via 

hypertext) or via image-texts (via pdfs), which media cannot but alert us to and alter our 

understanding of the purpose and function of book reviews. How we tend to interact with 

books reviews today has rich implications. First, who is their audience? Their audience is not 

just their readers, but those who audit research, among others (including publishers, as I’ve 

noted). They thus demand that we re-imagine the scholarly community for whom we write. 

Second, why do we read them? We often read them, as with other scholarly genres, for the 

contextual and intertextual information they provide, information that has increased over time 

and is increasingly hyperlinked. So they require us to re-think how information circulates in 

the scholarly community. And, finally, how should we read them? We should read them as a 

critical gift to us as scholars. On the one hand, as I have said, they offer us a chance to say 

something “otherwise” about the books we are reviewing. On the other hand, they also say 

something about the scholarly community of which we are part. More than any other 

academic genre, because of their evaluative function and status as parasitic upon the 

scholarly book as a medium and its “market,” they thematise the scholarly culture of which 

they are part and force us scholars to attend to the gift ecology at work in our community, an 

ecology that is still vital but must be nurtured lest it die a death from neglect or disdain. If we 

can spare the time to review colleagues’ books (and, by extension, their other writing and 

                                                
13 I would note that we are limited at Educational Philosophy and Theory in our ability to embed video or other 
visual artefacts in reviews. However, for a journal that can accommodate reviews that rely on visual media, see 
the Video Journal of Education and Pedagogy: https://brill.com/view/journals/vjep/vjep-overview.xml 
14 For the transformation of book reviews due to their increasing publication online, see McGrath, Metz, and 
Rutledge (2005). For the use of multimedia/multimodal book reviews to teach students how to write for a 
scholarly audience online, see Tulley and Blair (2009). 
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their work more generally) with the generous critique that seeks to cultivate its unrealised 

possibilities, hope remains for our universitas magistrorum et scholarium. 
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