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EDITORIAL
A warm and heartfelt welcome to this first issue of AC Review of Books!
 AC Review of Books is a project that has grown organically 
out of the Academic Chatter community and the cross-disciplinary 
conversations and networks it encourages. 
 The aim of this publication is to provide a space for academic 
book reviews on a range of topics, from seventeenth-century female 
spies (26) to the wonderful world of statistics (34). Our hope is that these 
reviews will resonate beyond their immediate disciplines to introduce a 
wider range of readers to these fascinating works. Positioned somewhere 
between specialist academic journals and broader publications, our 
vision for ACRoB is for a space driven by curiosity and discovery, 
balancing specialist knowledge and expertise with a commitment to 
communicating what makes the books under review interesting or 
exciting (or not!) for both scholars and general readers. 
 This issue begins with a wonderful essay by Dr Dimitra Fimi 
(University of Glasgow) on the series of academic book reviews written 
by J.R.R. Tolkien for The Year’s Work in English Studies in the 1920s. In 
this essay, Fimi shows how Tolkien’s reviews reflect some of his well-
known interests and preoccupations, such as his fascination with the 
Anglo-Saxons, as well as aspects of his life and personality—including 
his frustration with the process of writing book reviews! She also locates 
within these reviews some of the building blocks for his most famous 
creation, Middle-earth. Fimi’s reading of Tolkien’s academic book 
reviews establishes the significance of the form not just for discussing 
the emerging trends and significant works within a discipline, but 
also as a space for new ideas and strands of thought, and (perhaps 
disconcertingly!) as a pathway into understanding the personality and 
preoccupations of the reviewer.
 We then have an interview with Dr Nicole Seymour (California 
State University, Fullerton), on the subject of her latest book: Bad 
Environmentalism: Irony and Irreverence in the Ecological Age (2018). 
In this interview, Seymour discusses the development of her research 
from her earlier projects and the key ideas at the heart of Bad 
Environmentalism, which makes the case for a broader understanding of 
what constitutes an environmentalist text. Across the interview, Seymour 



illustrates her points with colourful examples of bad environmentalist texts from 
the book and beyond. 
 Our reviews begin with Jade Hinchliffe’s (University of Hull) discussion 
of two recent books on posthumanism in contemporary sci-fi: Technology and 
Identity in Young Adult Fiction: The Posthuman Subject by Victoria Flanagan (2014) 
and Posthuman Capital and Biotechnology in Contemporary Novels by Justin Omar 
Johnston (2019). Reading these texts alongside each other, Hinchliffe draws out 
the different responses these authors have to their subject, contrasting Flanagan’s 
more positive assessment of the posthuman within twenty-first century young 
adult fiction, with the much more negative impression Johnston receives from 
contemporary sci-fi written for an adult audience. These contrasts raise interesting 
questions about our responses to technology, and how those responses play out 
across different age groups.
 In “Color Beyond the Domains of Science” Jag Williams (University of 
Edinburgh) reviews On Color by David Scott Kastan and Stephen Farthing (2018). 
Williams outlines Kastan and Farthing’s discussion of the social, political, and 
emotional dimensions of the human relationship to colour, highlighting their 
emphasis on the malleable nature of cultural understandings of colour. Williams is 
impressed by the skill with which the authors deploy a range of historical, political, 
literary, and artistic texts in support of their arguments. 
 Sohel Sarkar’s review of Sara Ahmed’s What’s the Use?: On the Uses of Use 
(2019) focuses on the ways Ahmed deconstructs traditional understandings of 
the word “use”, highlighting the dimensions of use that relate to structural power 
imbalances and processes of marginalisation. Sarkar finds this a “rousing text” 
that invites readers to travel “lesser-known paths” and “see the world from...non-
normative subject positions”.
 In her review of  Deborah L. Rhode’s Character: What it Means and Why 
it Matters (2019), Jennifer Karamowski (University of Maastricht & University of 
Gothenberg) discusses the case Rhode builds for why current understandings of 
character in U.S. legal and political contexts are flawed and potentially damaging. 
Karamowski praises the use of concrete examples and data in Rhode’s book and 
finds the approach accessible for a general reader.
 Next, Rose Hilton (Sheffield Hallam University) highlights Nadine 
Akkerman’s commitment to writing women back into history through her 
compelling account of Britain’s forgotten she-intelligencers, Invisible Agents: 
Women and Espionage in Seventeenth-Century Britain (2018). Hilton is impressed 
by the depth of Akkerman’s research and finds the material aspects of this history, 
such as the clever letter locking techniques used during the period, particularly 
interesting.
 Dr Ben Marsh (University of Kent) finds value in the stylishness and 
scope of Matthew Lockwood’s To Begin the World Over Again: How the American 
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Revolution Devastated the Globe (2019), praising the author’s “flair for leading us 
through eclectic subject areas and offering rich context”. While recognising the 
appeal of this approach for the general reader, Marsh finds insufficient support 
in the text for the large claims made in the title, and, in relation to some of the 
book’s main subjects, “little that is revolutionary” for specialists.
 Jade Hinchliffe’s second contribution to this volume is a review of Classical 
Traditions in Modern Fantasy edited by Brett M. Rogers and Benjamin Eldon 
Stevens (2017). Hinchliffe appreciates the “diverse content, ambitious scope and 
accessible format” of the book, which she identifies as a work of interest for “both 
scholars and fans of modern fantasy”.
 Remaining with the classical age, Brittany Eldridge (University College 
London) reviews The Book of Greek & Roman Folktales, Legends & Myths edited 
& translated by William Hansen (2017). Eldridge emphasises the impressive 
scope of this collection, which showcases the thematic breadth of stories enjoyed 
by audiences in the Greco-Roman world. Her review also critically evaluates 
Hansen’s approach to the categorisation and presentation of his selections.
 Anna Miller (Case Western Reserve University) reviews The Joy of 
Statistics by Steve Selvin (2019). This introduction to the fundamentals of 
statistics is praised by Miller as an accessible and engaging volume that manages 
to communicate key statistical ideas in a way that is both well illustrated and 
surprisingly fun.
 Finally, Raven Haymond (Penn State University) is intrigued by many of 
the suggestions Helen Sword makes in Stylish Academic Writing (2012) and finds 
the examples Sword provides compelling. While recommending this text for 
graduate students and early career researchers, Haymond remains sceptical about 
the plausibility of less established scholars exercising the level of creative freedom 
Sword is proposing.

VICTORIA ADDIS
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Tolkien and the Art of 
the Book Review

Dimitra Fimi

Book reviews are undoubtedly a useful thing. 
If you’ve just picked up a book, any book, 
chances are that somewhere in the front or 
back cover there will be an extract from a 
review, attempting to convince you to read 
it. From the columns of national newspapers 
and periodicals, to the reviews submitted on 
Amazon, Goodreads and other such platforms, 
book reviews are ubiquitous, can be very 
influential, and – apparently – nowadays any of 
us can submit them.
 But in the academic world, book reviews 
are a completely different game. Yes, they do 
serve the utilitarian purpose of convincing you 
(or discouraging you from) buying the book 
(perhaps for your course, or your university’s 
library, rather than just for you!), but they 
should also:

• discuss the book’s place in the wider 
academic field it is supposed to contribute 
to and
• evaluate it in the context of the (often 
very specialized and niche) interests of the 
academic journal that hosts the review

In terms of the first point, book reviews are 
often the locus of “showing off ”. Yes, says the 
confident reviewer, I know the field pretty well, 
I can explain to you very clearly what this book 
brings to the debate that is fresh and new, or I 
can equally rubbish it because “that’s already 
been said, in fact by Professor x in 1997”!
 While pondering the second point, I 
had a quick look (after many years!) at book 
reviews of my first monograph: Tolkien, Race 
and Cultural History (Palgrave, 2009). I can see 
now very clearly (in a way that I don’t think I 
could back then) that the review in the journal 
Tolkien Studies was markedly different in 
focus and tone from the review for the journal 
Folklore, or for The Times Literary Supplement. 

Good reviewers are supposed to cater for their 
readers.
 At the same time, though, there are traps 
and pitfalls when you have a book review to do, 
one of which is personal relationships. Suppose 
you have been asked to write a review for a 
book written by a good friend, or esteemed 
colleague, or even a mentor, and you end up 
thinking that the book is, well, how shall I put 
this, not that brilliant! Academia is a small 
world and these things happen – how do you 
deal with that?
 To make matters worse, all of the 
difficulties and intricacies mentioned so far 
(the wide, authoritative knowledge of the field, 
the clear understanding of the niche interests 
of your readership, AND the issue of personal 
acquaintances) come to a violent clash when 
it comes to the people who are often the ones 
to be asked to do book reviews more than any: 
PhD students, recent PhD graduates, or early 
career academics.
 Yes, I can feel the shivers going up and 
down the spines of those of you reading this 
who have a book review due to be submitted 
soon! For all the reasons I outlined a minute 
ago, they are daunting, cumbersome and 
generally a rather unwelcome task. And yet, 
younger academics who are keen to build 
a track record of publications often begin 
with book reviews (I certainly did!) and cut 
their teeth in a task that is pretty tough, but 
can really pay off if you get it right. The best 
book reviews are those from which you learn 
something, and the exceptional ones are those 
that contribute to the relevant academic debate 
themselves via the act of critically evaluating 
another scholar’s work. I know, it’s tough, but it 
has to be done and it can be very rewarding.
 Now, these general points about book 
reviews in academia, reflecting – I assure you 
– the dread and ennui of having had to do 
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them, pretty regularly, for a good few years of 
my academic career, lead me to what I really 
want to write about: the three rather obscure 
(but really fascinating) academic book reviews 
written by the fantasy author J.R.R. Tolkien, 
and published between 1924 and 1927 in the 
journal The Year’s Work in English Studies 
(YWES). Tolkien was – at that point – exactly 
in the position most academic book reviewers 
are today: what we call now an “early career 
academic”. When the first of these reviews was 
published, he was still at his very first academic 
post at the University of Leeds (appointed 
only four years before), and by the time the 
last review was published he had only been in 
his next post at Oxford for two years. He was, 
therefore, within 10 years of beginning his 
academic career – exactly the definition we use 
today for early career academics.
 And as if reviewing one book is not 
already an ordeal, Tolkien had to review a 
number of them in each article, because The 
Year’s Work in English Studies is not any kind of 
journal. Its “About” webpage (yes, the journal is 
still going strong!) describes it as such:
 

The Year’s Work in English Studies is the 
qualitative narrative bibliographical review 
of scholarly work on English language 
and literatures written in English. It is the 
largest and most comprehensive work of 
its kind and the oldest evaluative work 
of literary criticism. The Year’s Work 
in English Studies does not merely offer 
annotated or enumerated bibliography 
entries, but provides expert, critical 
commentary supplied for every book 
covered. (my emphasis)

So here you have it. Poor Tolkien didn’t 
just have to write a review of one book, 
but to survey and provide “expert, critical 
commentary” of all important books in his field 
(philology) for the year. Needless to say, this 
involved:

• reading (or at least scanning!) a large 
amount of publications
• selecting the entries that would fit the 
subject he was assigned (and the selection 
had to be based on his own criteria – 
philology encompasses and interacts with a 
number of other scholarly fields)

AC REVIEW OF BOOKS 
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• and providing intelligent and 
informative commentary, as well as 
attempting to generalize and see evolving 
trends in scholarship

I should also note that the books Tolkien 
reviewed in these three volumes were not only 
in English – he also read them in German, 
French, and even modern Icelandic.
 At the same time, it is important to 
know that although The Years Work in English 
Studies rightly boasts today to be “the oldest 
evaluative work of literary criticism”, at that 
point it was a relatively new publication, 
so reviewers must have felt the burden of 
responsibility to do a good job, establish the 
journal, and make it successful (as they clearly 
did). A look at the names of the reviewers 
that preceded and followed Tolkien in writing 
the review of books on “philology” for the 
journal reveals some that Tolkien scholars 
will recognize: E.V. Gordon (Tolkien’s friend, 
colleague and co-editor of Sir Gawain and 
the Green Knight) did the “philology” review 
the year before Tolkien started his, and a 
few years later Charles Leslie Wrenn (who 
succeeded Tolkien as Rawlinson and Bosworth 
Professor of Anglo-Saxon at Oxford) took 
over for two consecutive years. By the way, 
the last reviewing article on “philology” the 
journal ever published was in 1940 – after that 
the topic was eliminated from the journal’s 
contents, perhaps elements of it subsumed 
into Old and Middle English, etc. This is, I 
think, a clear reflection of the loss of favour 
and popularity philology suffered in the 
second part of the 20th century, a process that 
Tolkien was already seeing in the 1920s – of 
which, more below!
 Tolkien wrote these reviews for three 
consecutive years, and the toll they took (as 
well as Tolkien’s own humorous reaction to it) 
are directly reflected in the opening section of 
each review. So, naturally, let me begin at the 
beginning with the three openings in quick 
succession.
 The 1924 review begins very succinctly 
and dutifully, but the opening sentence also 
makes sure that the writer is afforded some 
justification over possible criticism of not 
having included everything he (perhaps) 
should: “There are probably more books and 
articles that call for mention in this section 
for the year 1923 than is usual”. (YWES 1924, 

opening) The 1926 review follows the same 
desire to fend off criticism of selectiveness, but 
this time Tolkien is a little less reticent to show 
how overwhelming the task has been, and how 
tired he is getting of accomplishing it:

Philological studies, in common with 
other branches of organized scientific 
and historical research, have become so 
abundant in material, so varied in aspect, 
and at once so minute in detail and so 
far-reaching in scope, that a general view 
and appreciation of recent work (even 
of one year’s work) is already a task for a 
polymath of unusual leisure and voracity. 
As generals in command of modern millions 
may be imagined to have sighed for the 
simple little operations (and great renown) 
of Caesar, so now does a reviewer weakly 
sigh for the happy nineteenth century. 
(YWES 1926, opening, my emphasis)

So here we have the “look, this is nigh on 
impossible” sort of declaration, but also – 
interestingly – a kind of “Homeric” simile 
that gives as a little glimpse into Tolkien’s 
views on the Great War (from which he had 
returned only 10 years before). Notice how the 
“generals in command of modern millions” 
– the new model of war in the 20th century 
– are unfavourably compared to the “little 
operations” but also the “great renown” of 
Caesar. Both “expeditions” – of course – were 
of pivotal historical significance, changing 
Europe in an unprecedented way. But, to me, 
it sounds as though Tolkien is also criticising 
not just the effectiveness of modern war, but 
also its idea of heroism, its worthiness to gain 
“fame” – “renown”. The comparison is apt and 
hits the nail on the head: there are so many 
scholarly works on philology now that the poor 
reviewer can’t hope to read all of them, not 
even those written in one year, but back in the 
19th century – with such giants as Franz Bopp, 
Wilhelm Grimm, Wilhelm von Hamboldt, 
Max Müller, and others – there was less to read 
AND it was better, or more important. Yes, the 
work of these pioneers wasn’t right in all of its 
minute details, and they were usually interested 
in bigger themes rather than painstaking 
studies of one word, for example, but – gosh! – 
their “big ideas” were transformative: they gave 
birth to an entire new scholarly field. Tolkien 
and his contemporaries are – like Men to Elves 
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– just followers.
 I shall return to Tolkien’s comments 
on the Great War in these reviews, but let 
me complete my point by offering you the 
opening of the third and last review, published 
in 1927:

IT is merry in summer ‘ when shaws be 
sheen and shrads full fair and leaves both 
large and long’. Walking in that wood 
is full of solace. Its leaves require no 
reading. There is another and a denser 
wood where some are obliged to walk 
instead, where saws are wise and screeds 
are thick and the leaves too large and 
long. These leaves we must read (more 
or less), hapless vicarious readers, and 
not all we read is solace. (YWES 1927, 
opening)

Well, what can one say! This is the cry of 
desperation of a “hapless” academic, locked 
inside on a glorious summer’s day, with 
a book review deadline looming over his 
head! (It sounds like my summers!) Here we 
have another simile: walking in the shady 
woods on a warm summer’s day, their leaves 
compared to those other “leaves”, the leaves 
of the piles of books Tolkien has to read and 

review– most definitely not what he wants to 
be doing, but do it he must! (And note that 
the metaphorical wood in the simile is “dense” 
and the leaves are “too large and long”)
 The quotation with which Tolkien 
begins, which critic S.J. Ryan (2004) has 
linked to “Leaf by Niggle” as well as Aragorn 
and the fellowship walking in the woods of 
Lothlórien in The Lord of the Rings, comes 
from one of the Robin Hood ballads, collected 
by Percy and also printed by Child, and 
believed to be one of the oldest ones with a 
“mythological” aspect. Here it is, as it appears 
reprinted in Popular British Ballads from 1894:

WHEN shaws been sheen, and shrads full 
fair,
And leaves both large and long/
It is merry walking in the fair forrest,
To hear the small bird’s song.
(my emphasis)

Tolkien only changes the stanza around a little 
and paraphrases, but keeps the first two lines 
intact:

IT is merry in summer ‘when shaws be 
sheen and shrads full fair and leaves both 
large and long’. Walking in that wood is 
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full of solace. (my emphasis)

 Now if I have it right, I don’t think 
anyone else has identified the quotation 
before – as per above, these reviews are rather 
obscure and not much read, not even by Tolkien 
scholars. We also know that Tolkien had heard a 
paper by G.B. Smith on “Early English Ballads” 
in King Edward’s School in 1911, so there’s 
clearly a bit more sleuth work to be done here, 
and perhaps a reconsideration of Tolkien’s 
knowledge of the Robin Hood legend and 
what bearing this may have in his portrayal of 
“outlaws” in the legendarium – of which there 
are a fair few.
 You see that – already – a close reading 
of these very academic (and often very heavy-
going and technically challenging) reviews 
opens up new vistas and proves a pretty fruitful 
exercise when considering Tolkien the creative 
writer. What I hope to do next, is share some 
further insights into Tolkien’s ideas, creativity 
and philosophy that these reviews reveal, and 
I have structured these under the following 
categories:

• Biographical insights
• The usual suspects, and
• Echoes of Middle-earth

Biographical Insights

I mentioned briefly above Tolkien’s comment on 
the Great War, as opposed to the more glorious 
wars of antiquity. It shouldn’t surprise us that 
comments and asides about the War found their 
way in Tolkien’s book reviews – after all this was 
all a very recent (and rather painful) experience 
for him. Characteristically, he handles such 
references with humour, but also with a certain 
bitterness at times.
 Two such instances come when Tolkien is 
reviewing A Concise Etymological Dictionary of 
Modern English, by E. Weekley. Tolkien notes:

The dictionary is specially strong in 
recording, if not in etymologizing, recent 
neologisms, americanisms, slang, and 
war-words—but bumf… has escaped Mr. 
Weekley’s trawler. (YWES 1926, p. 50, 
emphasis in the original)

Bumf is an interesting word: originally 19th-
century schoolboy slang, a shortened form 

of “bum-fodder”, i.e. toilet paper, but later 
appropriated by WWI soldiers to refer to 
excessive (and largely irrelevant) military 
paperwork, and eventually associated with the 
junk mail of our daily existence today. Tolkien 
is clearly familiar with it from his own war 
days, as he also is with the word blimp and 
the menacing presence of the flying objects it 
signifies. Tolkien objects to the etymology of 
blimp given by Weekley:

Blimp might, finally, be cited as an 
example of less successful guessing. An 
air-officer suggested ‘bloody limp’ to 
Mr. Weekley; but the word was in use 
before the air-force had much success in 
making German captive-balloons even 
unqualifiedly limp; they hung swollen 
and menacing upon many an horizon. 
And the word was applied to our own. It 
is perhaps more in accordance with their 
looks, history, and the way in which words 
are built out of the suggestions of others 
in the mind, if we guess that blimp was 
the progeny of blister + lump, and that the 
vowel i not u was chosen because of its 
diminutive significance—typical of war-
humour. (YWES 1926, pp. 51-2)

I think I can sort of “feel” Tolkien slightly 
shuddering here, remembering these 
enormous structures hanging “swollen and 
menacing upon many an horizon”. But he 
quickly also captures the dark side of war-
humour: instead of blister + lump making 
“blump”, which would give a sound symbolic 
sense of something swollen and big, the word 
ended up being “blimp”, something swollen 
but little, the front vowel “i” usually associated 
with smallness in contrast to the back vowel 
“ə”, which implies something larger. Black 
humour is typical of war and other similar 
dark circumstances – “blimp” is a diminutive, 
ironic pet-name (in the same vein of calling 
Robin Hood’s gigantic chief lieutenant Little 
John), though it is associated with far more 
deadly and perilous things…
 Tolkien also mentions the war when he 
discusses philology and its German origins and 
tradition. I mentioned above that the journal 
for which Tolkien reviewed stopped featuring 
a review on philology in the 1940s and that 
philology was already in danger of decline in 
the 1920s, when Tolkien was writing these 

5
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reviews. But philology was in his heart and 
soul, a way of merging the study of language 
and literature rather than artificially divorcing 
them from each other with consequent 
intellectual losses on both sides. Tolkien was at 
that time very much involved in another “war” 
within his own Faculty at Oxford about the 
English syllabus over how much ‘Lit’ or ‘Lang’ 
students should be taught, and wrote about 
philology as the natural way to bring these two 
together. It is with vexation therefore, after 
having spent two full pages going through 
René Huchon’s Histoire de la Langue anglaise, 
mainly picking on all sorts of problems and 
issues, that he notes:

These remarks are tempered by regret 
that they do not reflect more plainly the 
cordiality with which we should wish to 
greet any mark of attention shown by 
French philology to English matters. Not 
that the danger at the moment is one of 
excessive reverence for German ideas 
or achievement. Indeed, not only is the 
great contribution of German-speaking 
scholars liable to be foolishly belittled, 
but ‘philology’ itself, conceived as a purely 
German invention, is in some quarters 
treated as though it were one of the things 
that the late war was fought to end (and 
certainly, we think, will not); (YWES 
1924, pp. 36-7, my emphasis)

No, its German scholarly origin and tradition 
wasn’t the only reason for the decline of 
philology, but it certainly didn’t help. Tolkien 
here is “fighting the long defeat” through 
his review – all the more heroic because 
unsuccessful.

The Usual Suspects

My next category is the “usual suspects”, 
those concepts and ideas that we know from 
other works and writings that Tolkien was 
keenly interested in, and which surface rather 
naturally in his book reviews. He often talks 
about his fascination with words and the 
beauty of lexicography. While reviewing an 
article on etymologies of a group of related 
Germanic words he points out:

The article will interest both 
lexicographers and place-namers. The 

author says that he has not permitted 
himself to follow up many of the 
interesting side-issues. Knowing how these 
little lexicographical chases open vista after 
vista and one complication after another, 
we can well believe that much self-denial 
was practised to keep the notes down to 
thirteen pages. (YWES 1927, p. 35, my 
emphasis)

To me this brings to mind Tolkien’s story 
“Leaf by Niggle” again, and the attention to 
detail that opened up Tolkien’s imagination 
to consider further minute details, leading to 
other details, both in his legendarium and in 
his scholarly work, thus not practicing “self-
denial” and neglecting the larger “tree” of his 
mythology, or of his academic writings.
 Elsewhere he gives us a wistful and 
perceptive point about dictionaries: “But a 
perfect dictionary is an attractive mirage, and 
its nearest possible realization an aesthetic 
joy— appreciated most by those least in need 
of it”. (YWES 1927, p. 36, my emphasis) 
One can’t help but think of the numerous 
dictionaries and lexicons that Tolkien devised 
for his invented languages, the Qenya Lexicon, 
the Gnomish Lexicon, the Etymologies, 
all unfinished, all promising the beauty of 
perfection, and all “appreciated most by those 
least in need” of them – Tolkien himself. And 
do forgive me for bringing in David Bowie, but 
his point, I think, complements Tolkien’s really 
well: “Don’t you love the Oxford Dictionary? 
When I first read it, I thought it was a really 
really long poem about everything.”
 Tolkien himself, of course, worked on 
the OED before he got his first academic post 
in Leeds, and we know that the entries he was 
responsible for where all under the letter W. 
It was his fortune, then, to have to include in 
his book reviews the latest instalments of the 
OED, all picking up where he left with further 
words starting with W, and often words he 
researched himself but did not write up. His 
confidence and pleasure at evaluating his 
former colleagues’ efforts are demonstrated by 
his relaxed style and humorous asides. In his 
first review he writes:

In lexicography, and in English philology 
generally, the appearance of new sections 
of the Oxford English Dictionary remains 
still the chief annual event… This year 
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there is, however, a special reason for 
mention of the new sections: Wash— 
Wavy forms the last completed and 
official contribution of Dr. Bradley to the 
Dictionary and to English studies, and is, 
fittingly, full of lexicographical problems. 
The suggestion of wetness made by the 
title-words of this section is not deceptive; 
thirty of its sixty-four pages are occupied 
by Water and its compounds. (YWES 
1923, pp. 20-1)

In his second review he notes:

The chief lexicographical event remains, 
as usual, the newest section of the Oxford 
(New) English Dictionary: Whisking—
Wilfulness. The editor, or chance, again 
chooses suggestive title-words. This 
should be an irresponsible and light-
hearted section. It is not. (YWES 1926, pp. 
47-8)

Tolkien reviews both sets of entries 
magnanimously, but he also takes the chance 
to question them when they didn’t take up 
his own etymological suggestions during his 
preliminary research.
 One theme that comes up again and 
again throughout the three reviews, as it also 
does throughout Tolkien’s legendarium, is a 
fascination with England’s Anglo-Saxon past. 
Tolkien continuously betrays his interest in 
the adventus saxonum, the process via which 
the Anglo-Saxons arrived in Britain and 
changed its culture forever, and seems also 
very excited at the possibility of place-name 
studies recovering linguistic elements of the 
native British languages that were there before 
Old English. He comments on Germanic gods 
in English place-names (chiefly Woden), and 
he quotes verbatim (with what seems to me 
to be sheer exhilaration) O. G. S. Crawford’s 
explanation of why place-name studies are so 
important: “we are gradually collecting facts in 
order to construct a series of maps of England, 
or parts of England, as it appeared in past 
ages.” (YWES 1926, p. 65)
 Now one can imagine what an 
impression this statement would have made 
on Tolkien. He follows the quotation from 
Crawford with these words:

In other words this study is fired by the 
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two emotions, love of the land of England, 
and the allurement of the riddle of the 
past, that never cease to carry men through 
amazing, and most uneconomic, labours 
to the recapturing of fitful and tantalizing 
glimpses in the dark… (YWES 1926, p. 65, 
my emphasis)

If the entire project of Tolkien’s mythology 
is not the prime example of an “amazing, 
and most uneconomic, labour” to recapture 
“fitful and tantalizing glimpses” of England’s 
mythical/imaginary past, then I don’t know 
what is!
 Tolkien also mentions other research 
into Old English texts and motifs that we 
know were significant for his legendarium. He 
comments on a new article “on the OE. charm 
against elfshot” (Tom Shippey has linked this 
with Tolkien’s elves’ skill with archery) and 
on a proposed new etymology of the name 
Beowulf, yielding the sense “wind wolf ” rather 
than the usual “bee wolf ”, i.e. bear. And, by 
mentioning Beowulf, I am now passing into my 
third category.

Echoes of Middle-earth

Commenting on an article on “Place-names 
and Archaeology” Tolkien notes:

the gem is on the first page—a delightful 
illustration of what at the best may be 
hoped for (though hope may rarely be 
rewarded) from the alliance of Philologia 
and Archaeologia. The expression on 
fāgne flōr occurs in Beowulf 725, and 
might be guessed to mean paved or even 
tessellated floor. Fawler in Oxfordshire 
claims as earliest form Fauflor (1205). ‘Æt 
þam fāgan flōre?’ says the philologist; ‘was 
there a Roman tessellated pavement?’ The 
archaeologist replies: ‘at the south end of 
the village a Roman villa with a tessellated 
pavement was discovered in 1865’. (YWES 
1926, p. 64)

This tessellated pavement can be viewed here: 
https://www.english-heritage.org.uk/visit/
places/north-leigh-roman-villa/

Here are the lines from Beowulf Tolkien refers 
to and below is his own translation of these 
lines – I have highlighted the particular phrase 

about the floor in italics:

onbraéd þá bealohýdig       ðá hé gebolgen 
wæs,
recedes múþan                     raþe æfter þon
on fágne flór                         féond treddode
(Beowulf, lines 723-5)

He [Grendel] wrenched then wide, baleful with 
raging heart, the gaping entrance of the house; 
then swift on the bright-patterned floor the 
demon paced. (Tolkien’s Beowulf translation, p. 
33)
 These Beowulf lines for sure, and perhaps 
even this image of the real floor, found their way 
into The Lord of the Rings, in the description of 
Meduseld when Gandalf, Aragorn, Legolas and 
Gimli enter:

The hall was long and wide and filled 
with shadows and half lights; mighty 
pillars upheld its lofty roof… As their 
eyes changed, the travellers perceived that 
the floor was paved with stones of many 
hues; branching runes and strange devices 
intertwined beneath their feet. (LotR, p. 
512, my emphasis)

Another instance in which I got a sudden 
feeling of deja vu and a flash of a scene from 
The Lord of the Rings, was Tolkien’s review of 
an essay on English personal names and their 
peculiar and often comical ‘attributes’:

the chief and longest part of this chapter 
deals with the ‘attributes’ (e. g. Stoke 
D’Abernon), of various kinds, origins, 
and meanings; with their distribution, 
dating, and interpretation. These attributes 
are the elements that perhaps most 
quickly catch the casual eye in English 
names; they provide jokes for American 
comic papers, and humorous bogus 
names in our own; and of course the 
philologist pure and simple cannot deal 
with them by himself. The author of the 
chapter amusingly juxtaposes the comic 
Bagpuize, Bubb, Coggles, Goose, Gubbals, 
Pudding, Wallop (some of these are less 
well known than they deserve) and the 
chivalric Champflower, D’Evercy, Lancelyn, 
Montague, Morieux, and others. (YWES 
1926, p. 60)

8
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The first string of “comic” but very 
traditionally English names, brought 
immediately to my mind: “My dear Bagginses 
and Boffins, Tooks and Brandybucks, Grubbs, 
Chubbs, Hornblowers, Bolgers, Bracegirdles 
and Proudfoots!” (LotR, p. 29)
 If the hobbits are another aspect of 
Tolkien’s representation of Englishness, then 
those names are fittingly English and comic, 
very much in the spirit of the names cited in 
the essay Tolkien reviewed.

Concluding Remarks

I would like to close with a few more gems 
from Tolkien’s reviews, which I will not 
analyse or discuss too much, but which I wish 
to leave with you to ponder as they reveal 
further aspects of Tolkien’s intellect, creativity 
and humour.
 First, two similes in which Tolkien 
borrows from geography and palaeontology 
respectively. He writes: “The boundary-line 
between linguistic and literary history is as 
imaginary as the equator – a certain heat is 
observable, perhaps, as either is approached…” 
(YWES 1927, p. 59) Here we are back in the 
‘lit’ and ‘lang’ territory and Tolkien’s creative 
use of imagery from geography to show that 
these two are not as separate as his colleagues 
may want to think – indeed, the line that 
divides them is as “real” as the equator.
 While marvelling about the capacity 
of philology to “excavate” lost and forgotten 
languages he notes:

One may pause to consider why the 
results of comparative phonology, 
uncertain enough, appear, when 
contrasted with the application of the 
comparative method to other linguistic 
features, so solid and reliable. It is of the 
nature of things that the skeleton lasts 
longest. Palaeontology rescues rather bones 
than flesh, it gives us little information 
concerning the cry of the taranosaurus; the 
history of language recovers for us many 
word-forms whose full richness of tones 
and of meaning escapes us—it can hardly 
hope to drag back much of the syntax and 
idiom of the lost past. (YWES 1927, pp. 
55-6)

So yes, philology can rescue and restore the 
“skeleton” of dead languages, its bare bones, 
its main structures and characteristics. But it 
cannot bring it back fully alive – it can’t give us 
idioms, syntax, connotations, pronunciation. 
Just like palaeontology can’t tell us how the 
dinosaurs sounded. Philology, therefore, 
satisfies both of Tolkien’s well-known desires: 

1) the re-discovery or restoration of the 
past, but also the inevitable gaps in our 
knowledge
2) the romance of the things of the past 
that are now lost forever, and which we 
can only imagine or attempt to recapture 
in fantasy.

Next, two examples of sheer humour, lest we 
forget that melancholy and nostalgia is only 
one of Tolkien’s “modes” – wit and light-
heartedness is another, and equally powerful at 
times.
 Passing pretty harsh judgement on the 
efforts demonstrated in Words and Idioms: 
Studies in the English Language, he says:

This philatelic attitude to their language 
attacks most people from time to time. It 
has certainly attacked Mr. Pearsall Smith. 
The lists of idioms in chapter v of Words 
and Idioms… have precisely the personal 
value and public lack of it possessed by a 
small stamp-collection. (YWES 1927, p. 
58, my emphasis)

Here Tolkien manages to insult both Mr 
Pearsall Smith and philatelists with small 
stamp-collections!
Moreover, commenting on an article on 
Old English phonology and its intricate 
methodology he says:

The Anfänger [beginners] need not 
rejoice. It will not make the bog less 
treacherous for tender feet to walk on; it 
will only learnedly expound to one up to 
his neck in it how the bog came there and 
what it is made of! (YWES 1927, p. 43, my 
emphasis)

 As a final word, may I leave you with 
just one short phrase, which Tolkien only uses 
in passing, but which may prove – I think – 
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to be a worthy addition to all of those other 
proverbial “wise sayings” which The Lord of the 
Rings is full of: “rumour is mythopoetic”. (YWES 
1926, p. 43)

*This article has been adapted from a keynote 
lecture given at Oxonmoot (the Tolkien Society 
annual conference in Oxford) in September 
2016. The keynote was recorded and is 
available to watch here: http://dimitrafimi.
com/2017/05/17/tolkien-and-the-art-of-book-
reviewing-a-circuitous-road-to-middle-earth/
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Bad Environmentalism
Interview with Nicole Seymour

Nicole Seymour is an Associate Professor 
in the department of English, Comparative 
Literature and Linguisitics at California State 
University, Fullerton. Her first book, Strange 
Natures: Futurity, Empathy, and the Queer 
Ecological Imagination (University of Illinois 
Press), won the 2015 scholarly book award from 
the Association for the Study of Literature and 
Environment (ASLE). 
 The subject of this interview is Seymour’s 
latest book, Bad Environmentalism: Irony and 
Irreverence in the Ecological Age (University 
of Minnesota Press), which was published 
in 2018. This book offers an examination of 
environmentalist texts (understood in the 
broadest sense) that reject the seriousness 
of traditional environmental discourse, and 
instead approach their subject in unexpected 
ways, through humour, disgust, perversity, 
ignorance, and an array of other affective modes  
not usually associated with representations 
of/engagements with the natural world. 

Seymour’s readings expand the idea of what an 
environmentalist text is, and of what and who it 
is for. Here, Seymour discusses a handful of key 
ideas from the book and some of the many texts 
that brought those ideas to life.

Your work is often positioned at the 
intersection of Queer Studies and the 
Environmental Humanities. How did 
you come to start thinking about “bad 
environmentalism” and what connections 
does it have to your previous book, Strange 
Natures?

As a graduate student I was trained in queer 
theory, reading people like Lee Edelman, 
Jack Halberstam, and José Esteban Muñoz. 
There was such a strong focus on play and 
pleasure in their work, from the microlevel of 
saucy wordplay to the macrolevel of asserting 
nonnormative desires. The subfield of queer 
ecology was emerging at that time, putting 
queer theory and ecocriticism into conversation 
in really exciting ways. But I started to notice 
that, as that subfield grew over the next couple 
years—during which time I published my 
own contribution, Strange Natures: Futurity, 
Empathy, and the Queer Ecological Imagination 
(University of Illinois Press, 2013)— queer 
ecologists weren’t taking up those elements 
of play and pleasure. And I wanted to assert 
their importance. Bad Environmentalism 
kind of grew from there; I started noticing 
other examples of artists and activists—not 
necessarily queer-identified but definitely 
nonmainstream in some way—who were 
making play, pleasure, humor, etc. central to 
their work.  
 I also have to admit that there’s an 
element of “me-research” in the book, as with 
most research. I’ve always been politically 
active and I’m also a compulsive wisecracker—
probably as a defense mechanism, though I’ll 



let my therapist weigh in on that. So obviously 
I was attracted to these political-yet-playful 
texts. So, really, the book is about me! That 
deer-person on the cover is totally me.  

The main premise of your book is this idea of 
“bad environmentalism”. How do you define 
that idea?

In the book I define it as “environmental 
thought that employs dissident, often-
denigrated affects and sensibilities to reflect 
critically on both our current moment and 
mainstream environmental art, activism, and 
discourse.” In simpler terms, I think of it as 
doing environmentalism with the “wrong” 
attitude—without reverence or seriousness—
and while also having a sense of humor about 
oneself. 

You refer often to “bad affect” as the primary 
mode or register of bad environmentalist 
texts. Can you explain what you mean by 
“bad affect” and discuss how this idea guided 
your selection of texts?

The affects I focus on include (I have to 
quote myself again from the book because 
it’s such a long list I can’t remember!) 
“irony, irreverence, absurdity, ambivalence, 

camp, frivolity, indecorum, awkwardness, 
sardonicism, perversity, playfulness, and 
glee.” And I’m thinking of these affects as 
“bad” not in a judgmental sense, but in a very 
particular contextual sense. That is, they’re 
“bad” specifically vis-à-vis the mainstream 
environmentalist assumption that caring 
about nature necessarily means being 
reverent and awestruck and hushed and so 
forth. 

One thing that struck me while reading 
Bad Environmentalism was that the texts 
you focus on are not just operating outside 
mainstream environmentalism but also 
often emerge from beyond the periphery 
of social and cultural centres. If it is fair 
to say that bad environmentalism is the 
environmentalism of the margins, do 
you think this is an indictment of the 
narrowness of mainstream? And how is 
that articulated in the texts you analyse?

Yes, I think that’s fair. A lot of these texts 
constitute what I refer as “low environmental 
culture.”  And I definitely see them as 
indictments of the mainstream, as you say, 
whether consciously or not. So, some of 
the texts I’m looking at are more clearly 
dedicated to critique than others. For 
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example, the stars of MTV’s Wildboyz (2003-
2006, U.S.) might not be deeply concerned 
with the problematic history of nature/
wildlife programming; they might just think 
it’s funny to run around naked alongside 
animals. But their show still manages to reflect 
on the typical solemnity of nature/wildlife 
programming and its tendency to absent 
the human in favor of supposedly pristine 
wilderness. On the other hand, groups like 
the performance art duo Lesbian National 
Parks and Services (1997-, Canada) have very 
explicitly said that they want to queer the 
discourse around nature and to combat the 
heteronormativity and homophobia of public 
green spaces. 
 I think it’s possible that you could 
have some “bad environmentalism” that 
doesn’t come from a perspective that’s in 
some way marginalized or nonmainstream, 
whether queer or Indigenous or working-
class or African-American, etc. But I see 
those perspectives as central to the desire to 
do things differently from the environmental 
mainstream—which, historically, has been 
very white and middle-to-upper-class. 
And I argue that it’s not a coincidence that 
mainstream environmentalism has been 
both demographically narrow and affectively 
narrow; I discuss the idea of “racialized 

environmental affect”: the belief, for example, 
that African-Americans don’t feel as intensely 
or seriously about the environment as White 
people do.  

As you point out early on in the book, 
one of the things a lot of people struggle 
with when it comes to mainstream 
environmentalism is the feeling of guilt or 
shame that often accompanies it. Something 
bad environmentalism has going for it, 
then, is a startling lack of shame. How is 
shamelessness mobilised in some of the texts 
you examine and how does it operate across 
environmental and other contexts?

In general, I’m talking about a lack of shame 
or anxiety over being politically perfect or 
pure. But that’s often accompanied by a lack 
of sexual shame, bodily shame, and/or shame 
over pleasure and indulgence. An example I 
love to talk about now, which didn’t make it 
into the book, is the image of Ivanka Trump’s 
Democratic neighbor Dianne Bruce that went 
viral in April 2017. Photojournalist Mary 
F. Calvert captured her gleefully witnessing 
a “queer dance party for climate justice” 
organized in front of Ivanka’s house by Queer 
Resistance, 350.org, TransWomen of Color 
Collective, and WERK for Peace; in the photo, 
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Bruce is wearing a fur coat and clutching a 
glass of white wine as she grins broadly. What 
I love about this image is the incongruity or 
seeming incongruity of this figure’s excess, 
opulence, ostentatiousness, and flagrancy vis-
à-vis classic visions of environmental activism. 
She echoes the ways in which, as I argue in the 
book, LGBTQ+ and other cultural producers 
have taken unapologetic, vulgar excess—as 
opposed to guilty austerity—as the grounds on 
which to stake their environmental politics. 
 I think we’re starting to see a larger turn 
against so-called “purity politics” across many 
movements and contexts, from something 
like Meatless Mondays—which maintains 
that occasional vegetarianism is better than 
no vegetarianism at all—to adrienne maree 
brown’s recent edited collection Pleasure 
Activism: The Politics of Feeling Good (2019). 

Perhaps tied to these ideas of shame and 
shamelessness, and certainly to the “rejection 
of purity politics” you place at the heart of 
bad environmentalism is your conception 
of bad environmentalist texts as being often 
self-critical or self-reflexive. How does self-
reflexivity operate within these texts, and 
how is that distinct from the approach taken 
by mainstream environmentalism?

These artists and activists are constantly 
making fun of themselves, constantly 
undercutting any possibility that they might 
come off as imperious, finger-wagging 
authorities—because that’s precisely the 
dynamic they’re opposing in mainstream 
environmentalism. Some instances of this 
self-reflexivity are more subtle than others, but 
one that really cracks me up is a moment in  
Simon Amstell’s “vegan sci-fi mockumentary” 
Carnage: Swallowing the Past (2017, UK), 
when someone quips in fictionalized news 
footage, “Who wants to sit and watch to watch 
an entire film about veganism?” Amstell, as 
a vegan (and Jewish, and British, and gay, 
comedian/filmmaker) is obviously making fun 
of himself there. Of course, if you’re watching 
that moment, you’re sitting and watching an 
entire film about veganism—so you’re the butt 
of the joke as well. 
 Another function of this self-
reflexivity, as I explain in the book, is 
to make a preemptive strike against the 
accusations of hypocrisy constantly levied at 

environmentalists. Just a couple days ago I 
visited the celebrity gossip Web site Dlisted, 
hoping to take a break from writing a talk on 
this very subject, and I immediately saw the 
headline, “Prince Charles Flew in a Private 
Jet to Give a Speech about Climate Change 
in Switzerland.” I mean, it’s not a great look! 
But imagine if he came out ahead of those 
headlines and labeled his tour “The Hypocrite’s 
Fight against Climate Change” or something; 
just really owned it. The coverage wouldn’t 
have that same “gotcha” sting. 

You cover an eclectic range of texts in this 
book, from literary texts to popular and cult 
tv, stand-up comedy, and performance art. 
Was there a particular text that you found 
the most engaging or surprising to work 
with?

Wildboyz and its precursor Jackass were the 
most surprising. I had long ignored them and 
assumed they were awful—straight guys being 
homophobic, racist, misogynist, whatever. 
These texts are definitely not politically correct, 
to be clear. But when I started watching them 
I realized, again, that the Wildboyz and the 
Jackasses are the butts of the joke, not anyone 
else. There’s a clear ethos against so-called 
“punching down” and more of a … “punching 
yourself ” situation, I guess! And I also started 
thinking, “Why are Rip Torn and John Waters, 
these major queer icons, making cameos in 
Jackass movies if the latter are supposedly 
so homophobic?” And then I realized what 
these figures had in common: they’re all really 
gross and shameless! So, maybe grossness and 
shamelessness are the grounds on which to 
build some coalitional politics.

You note that some of the texts (and 
authors) you cover are what we may term 
“problematic” or “offensive”. Staying within 
the context of environmentalism, is there an 
argument available for the effectiveness of 
the offensive, and how do you navigate that 
territory? 

Well, there’s the important question of who is 
potentially being offended, and to what end? 
Obviously some forms of offensiveness are 
violent or bigoted or otherwise maintain 
the status quo. Other forms of offense seek 
to combat violence and bigotry and the 
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status quo. I’m obviously interested in the 
latter scenario. To riff on grossness again 
for a moment: in the book I talk about 
Isabella Rossellini’s Green Porno video 
series (2008-9, U.S.), her contribution to 
critiquing the conventions of nature/wildlife 
programming. In one of the videos she’s 
dressed as a snail and, while explaining 
snail anatomy, basically poops on her own 
face. That’s pretty offensive to anyone who 
wants to maintain the sanitized, family-
friendly fantasies about adorable nonhuman 
creatures that nature/wildlife programming 
has offered for so long. 

My final question is what are you working 
on next? Has your next project grown 
out of Bad Environmentalism or are you 
moving in a new direction?

I’m working on a couple projects. The first is 
actually a pair of articles on two Indigenous 
artists, Tommy Pico (Kumeyaay) and Wendy 
Red Star (Apsáalooke, AKA Crow), whom 
I see as similarly employing humor, irony, 
and perversity to address environmental 
issues—particularly, the romanticized trope 

of the “Ecological Indian” and Indigenous food 
sovereignty. 
 The second project is a short book 
about glitter. That definitely grew out of 
Bad Environmentalism insofar as I started 
noticing all these news stories a couple years 
ago with clickbait-y, shocking headlines 
like, “Glitter is Made of Microplastics and is 
Therefore an Environmental Scourge!” Not 
only do those headlines mobilize guilt and 
shame—you thought you were just making 
some crafts, but it turns out you were single-
handedly destroying the oceans!—they also 
speak implicitly to that queer-environmental 
nexus I’m dedicated to probing. Specifically, 
glitter has played a lot of important aesthetic 
and political roles in LGBTQ+ communities. 
And, more recently, the manufacturers of 
biodegradable glitter alternatives have been 
marketing to those communities. So, I’m 
having fun exploring those histories. 
 Now, I keep saying I’m writing this 
book, but actually I’ve mostly been applying 
for fellowships and sabbaticals so that I can 
write it! So, stay tuned! 

Interview conducted January 2020.
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Technology and Identity in Young Adult 
Fiction: The Posthuman Subject by Victoria 
Flanagan. Palgrave Macmillan. 2014. 205 
pp.

Posthuman Capital and Biotechnology 
in Contemporary Novels by Justin Omar 
Johnston. Palgrave Macmillan. 2019. 187 pp.

JADE HINCHLIFFE

What does it mean to be human in the 
twenty-first century? Should our relationship 
with technology be a cause for celebration 
or concern? These questions are often at 
the heart of contemporary literary texts, 
especially science fiction novels. Victoria 
Flanagan’s Technology and Identity in Young 
Adult Fiction: The Posthuman Subject and 
Justin Omar Johnston’s Posthuman Capital and 
Biotechnology in Contemporary Novels discuss 
these questions in relation to contemporary 
science fiction. Whilst Flanagan seeks to show 
how twenty-first century young adult fiction 
highlights the benefits of our relationship 
with technology, Johnston analyses dystopian 
and post-apocalyptic narratives to discuss the 
disciplinary techniques imposed upon our 

bodies through the use of technology. Reading 
these academic texts alongside each other 
gives a more balanced view of both the utopian 
possibilities and the potential dystopian 
consequences of our posthuman future as 
presented in contemporary science fiction.

Technology and Identity in Young Adult 
Fiction: The Posthuman Subject

Flanagan’s monograph is part of the “Critical 
Approaches to Children’s Literature” series 
edited by Kerry Mallan and Clare Bradford. 
In this text, Flanagan argues that young adult 
fiction which discusses technology and the 
concept of the posthuman before the mid-
2000s is very negative and sceptical, whereas 
young adult novels published since the 
mid-2000s are much more positive in tone. 
Flanagan suggests that this change is partly 
due to authors reflecting young adult’s real-life 
experiences with technology, which are largely 
positive, and also because since the 1990s there 
has been a growing interest in posthumanism. 
The literary texts Flanagan analyses are all 
English-language young adult novels from 
UK, USA, Australia and New Zealand and are 
mostly science fiction texts.
 In chapter one, “Posthumanism in 
Young Adult Fiction”, Flanagan outlines the 
theoretical impetus of her research that she 
will use for the rest of the book, clarifying what 
she means by ‘posthuman’ and ‘posthumanism’. 
Flanagan defines the term ‘posthuman’ as 

Sci-fi for the Soul 
Diagnosing the Posthuman 

Condition
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describing bodies which are technologically 
enhanced and ‘posthumanism’ as the “critical 
ideology that seeks to deprivilege the status 
of the humanist subject” (14). Flanagan 
views humanism as an ideology that depicts 
the human as a stable, self-contained, (often 
male) subject at the centre of all things, 
unaffected by other humans, animals and 
the environment. Posthumanism, like anti-
humanism, rejects the notion of the stable, 
self-contained subject. Posthumanism goes 
further than anti-humanism by deconstructing 
the ideology of humanism and stating that 
humans are affected by their individual markers 
of identity, their relationships with other 
humans and other species, the environment 
and social and historical conditions. Flanagan 
states that transhuman ideology, a concept 
closely related to posthumanism, advocates 
for the improvement of the human subject 
through technology. Flanagan does not analyse 
transhumanism in this volume because she 
argues that transhumanism has an ethical 
dimension, which states that people have 
the right to choose whether to undergo 
enhancement. This is not portrayed in young 
adult fiction because the protagonists have 
their decisions made for them by parents and 
authorities. Flanagan acknowledges that her 
interpretations of the posthuman subject, 
posthumanism and transhumanism are 
influenced by the work of Donna Haraway, 
Katherine Hayles, Pramod Nayar and Cary 
Wolfe. The theoretical basis of Flanagan’s 
research outlined in the first chapter is clear, 
well-defined and informative, meaning it 
can be easily understood by a lay audience. 
At the same time, the connections Flanagan 
draws between the many different theories are 
remarkably sophisticated and weaved together 
deftly.
 The rest of the volume is devoted 
to analysing literary texts in relation to 
posthumanism. One of this book’s stand out 
chapters, “Reworking the Female Subject: 
Technology and the Body”, uses examples 
from novels such as Scott Westerfield’s 
Uglies (2005) and Mary E. Pearson’s The 
Adoration of Jenna Fox (2008). As Flanagan 
notes, the relationship between embodiment 
and posthumanism has been overlooked 
by scholars of children’s literature and her 
chapter is rectifying this gap in scholarship. 
In Westerfield and Pearson’s novels, the young 

females undergo surgery, which enhances 
their mental and physical capabilities as well 
as their beauty and femininity. According to 
Flanagan, the transformations of the young 
women in these texts do not reflect the ideology 
of transhumanism because the characters do 
not get to choose whether to undergo this 
enhancement. Instead, these transformations 
show that female posthuman subjects are still 
defined and restricted by their gender. 
 Flanagan focuses on the form, as well as 
the content, of young adult novels published 
after the mid-2000s, examining their depictions 
of posthumanism and agency. In “Narrating 
Posthuman Subjectivity”, Flanagan compares 
two science fiction novels by Tanith Lee: The 
Silver Metal Lover (1981) and its sequel Metallic 
Love (2005). Flanagan chooses these texts—
written by the same author at a distance of over 
twenty years—in order to show how much 
young adult literature’s depiction of technology 
and posthumanism has evolved since the late 
twentieth century. The main developments 
Flanagan identifies in contemporary young 
adult fiction are the inclusion of posthuman 
characters as narrators, and critiques of 
humanist ideology in both the content and 
form of the experimental, fragmented novels. 
By comparing these novels and analysing more 
recent young adult science fiction, Flanagan 
demonstrates how authors of young adult 
fiction experiment with language and form 
in order to “position their readers in critical 
interpretative roles” (69). For example, the fact 
that the novels are narrated by a posthuman 
subject, such as a cyborg, is often revealed to 
the reader towards the end of the novel. This 
means that the reader is deliberately misled 
into presuming that the narrator is human 
and treating them as such. This late revelation 
encourages the reader to re-evaluate their 
opinions concerning what makes someone 
human. 
 Flanagan builds upon her observations 
on narration and subjectivity in another 
chapter, “Subjectivity in Cyberspace: 
Technorealism and the Merging of Virtual and 
Material Selves”, which explores realist young 
adult cyberspace narratives. In novels, such 
as Being Emily (2012) by Rachel Gold and ttyl 
(2004) by Lauren Myracle, the authors often 
mimic “linguistic and narrative techniques” 
(155) associated with blogs, instant messaging 
and chat rooms. Flanagan claims that these 
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texts use “fragmented narratives, polyfocalised 
narration, genre mixing [and] linguistic 
experimentation (155). The form of the 
narratives, as well as the content, mirrors both 
the fragmented posthuman subject, which exists 
in the separate dimensions of cyberspace and 
real-life, and the ideology of posthumanism, 
which emphasises the fragmentation of 
identity and our connections to others and the 
environment. By portraying cyberspace as an 
experimental place where we can reveal others 
sides of our personalities and engage in online 
communities, Flanagan argues that these young 
adult realist novels show the exciting potential 
that cyberspace has to empower young adults 
whose rights are restricted until adulthood in 
the real world.
 Flanagan goes on to explore young 
adult science fiction that depicts how digital 
technologies and surveillance practices can 
empower young adults. She contributes to an 
emerging area of scholarship by engaging with 
key theorists of surveillance and technology, 
such as David Lyon, Kevin Haggerty, and 
Mark Andrejevic, and applying their ideas to 
contemporary science fiction. Aside from Peter 
Marks’s critical text Imagining Surveillance: 
Eutopian and Dystopian Literature and Film 
(2015), there has been little critical attention 
paid to the relationship between surveillance 
theory and contemporary science fiction. In 

the chapter, “Surveillance Societies: Privacy 
and Power in YA Fiction”, Flanagan analyses 
Cory Doctorow’s Little Brother (2008) 
alongside Suzanne Collins’ The Hunger 
Games (2008) to show how young people 
can enjoy participating in surveillance and 
how they can empower themselves against 
oppressive surveillance practices. In her 
analysis of Little Brother, Flanagan discusses 
Doctorow’s portrayal of online video games 
and chat forums as spaces for young adults 
to communicate with each other and form a 
community. She connects this to her discussion 
of cyberspace as a place where young adults 
can exercise their rights. Later, in her analysis 
of Collins’ text, she shows how the protagonist 
Katniss Everdeen is able to win the games 
and capture the heart of the nation by seeing 
herself from the point of view of the audience 
and acting for the camera, which ultimately 
leads to her inspiring a rebellion against the 
government’s cruel, oppressive regime. In 
these chapters, Flanagan shows how science 
fiction texts aimed at young adults depict 
types of surveillance and communication 
technology as empowering, inverting their 
portrayal in the media as unsafe, scary and 
problematic. Flanagan’s positive interpretations 
of surveillance and communication technology 
as depicted in science fiction is refreshing as 
scholarship in this area tends to emphasise the 
dystopian aspects portrayed in the literature.  
 Throughout her book, Flanagan 
convincingly argues that contemporary 
young adult fiction presents the relationship 
between our species and technology more 
positively than earlier young adult fiction. 
The themes of surveillance, cyberspace and 
gender, which Flanagan chooses to focus on, 
are all very topical amongst contemporary 
literary and science fiction scholars. Flanagan’s 
monograph is an important text for scholars 
of young adult literature and posthumanism, 
which addresses an underdeveloped area of 
scholarship in its exploration of the overlap 
between posthumanism and poststructuralism, 
and feminism and transhumanism in relation 
to children’s and young adult fiction.

Posthuman Capital and Biotechnology in 
Contemporary Novels

Johnston’s monograph is part of the “Palgrave 
Studies in Literature, Science and Medicine” 
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series and as such focuses more strongly on 
theories of science and technology in relation 
to the texts under discussion.  Like Flanagan, 
Johnston chooses to discuss surveillance, 
technology and posthumanism. However, he 
focuses on more critical, negative portrayals 
of biotechnology and the harsh treatment 
of posthuman subjects. Johnston analyses 
contemporary dystopian and post-apocalyptic 
novels, which depict posthuman characters 
such as clones, animal-human hybrids, toxic 
bodies and cyborgs. Throughout the volume, 
Johnston uses human capital theory to argue 
that citizens of the twenty-first century are 
controlled and disciplined by governments 
and organisations who persuade us to improve 
ourselves using the logic of transhumanism. 
 Johnston explains that human capital 
theory “understand[s] all acts of consumption 
and leisure as opportunities to grow or invest 
in one’s human capital” (17). Examples of 
investing in human capital include self-
training, exercise, education and parenting. He 
claims that biotechnology in the twenty-first 
century has made the redesigning of and the 
improvement of humans possible. According 
to Johnston, this means that we live in the 
biotech century, where we are compelled to 
invest in our bodies and constantly improve 
ourselves in order to become “more human” 
(2). The outcome of this logic is that: “if one 
can always become ‘more human’ then one 
can never, finally, become human enough or 
fully human” (2). In this way, human capital 
theory is connected to the self-improvement 
logic of transhumanism, which Johnston 
describes as “a sci-fi techno-powered 
rebranding of neoliberal humanism” (emphasis 
added, 21). In statements like this, Johnston 
shows his scepticism of and disapproval of 
transhumanism, which he suggests originates 
from dystopian science fiction. Human capital 
theory and transhumanism are also connected 
to biopolitics, a term coined by Michel Foucault 
to describe the control and discipline of entire 
populations. The loss of agency and control, 
as well as the loss of our humanity, are at 
the heart of Johnston’s book, which delves 
into the nightmarish world of science fiction 
in order to warn us about the potentially 
negative consequences of our relationship with 
technology. 
 In the introduction, Johnston claims 

that, in all the novels he has examined for this 
book, surveillance practices are the driving 
force behind the control and discipline of 
the posthuman characters, and the cause of 
social inequality (3). He argues that neoliberal 
capitalism and surveillance practices increase 
inequality because profit is ultimately valued 
above people. Similarly, surveillance theorists 
claim that social sorting surveillance practices, 
which are connected to neoliberal capitalism 
and human capital theory, increase division and 
inequality. The term “social sorting”, which was 
coined by David Lyon, is used by surveillance 
theorists to describe how surveillance 
technologies sort people into categories based 
on factors such as age, gender, ethnicity, 
nationality and wealth. Social sorting, then, 
describes both “soft” surveillance practices, such 
as targeted advertising, and “hard” surveillance 
practices such as border control. Johnston 
could demonstrate the connections between 
surveillance practices and human capital more 
explicitly by engaging with the scholarship 
concerning social sorting, as this shows 
how surveillance is connected to neoliberal 
capitalism and biopolitics, as well as how 
surveillance permeates all aspects of everyday 
life. Johnston’s arguments regarding the control 
and discipline of people and growing social 
inequality are expanded on in Johnston’s 
analysis of the novels.
 In the rest of the volume, Johnston 
examines key contemporary science fiction 
texts in relation to a specific type of posthuman 
subject, using the theories and themes he 
outlined in the introduction. He covers the 
subject of human clones through an analysis of 
Kazuo Ishiguro’s novel Never Let Me Go (2005), 
focusing on the setting of the novel in 1970s to 
1990s Britain. The clones in Ishiguro’s novel are 
reared to give away their organs and they work 
as carers to other clones before they undergo 
the operations themselves. Johnston argues that 
the time and setting of the novel is significant as 
this period in Britain is categorised by the rise 
of Margaret Thatcher and neoliberal ideologies, 
which contributed to the privatisation of public 
services and funding cuts to social services 
like the NHS. Reading the novel through this 
lens enables Johnston to compare the clones 
to other groups who, like the clones, are 
underappreciated by society. Johnston draws 
our attention to the passage in the novel where 
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the clones speculate on the humans that they 
were copied from and suggest that they are 
clones of homeless people. He argues that 
Ishiguro is commentating on the poor groups 
of people who sign up for medical trials for 
money. In his interpretation of Ishiguro’s 
novel through the lenses of posthumanism 
and human capital theory, Johnston criticises 
the monetary value that is placed on humans 
who depend on public funding for healthcare 
and who are exploited by pharmaceutical 
companies. In the other chapters, Johnston 
expands on his claims regarding the 
nightmarish consequences of a world which 
values profit over people, through his analysis 
of other popular contemporary science fiction 
texts. 
 Overall, Johnston’s monograph 
makes a significant contribution to 
contemporary science fiction studies. Whilst 
analysing science fiction texts in relation to 
posthumanism, biopolitics and dystopian 
and post-apocalyptic genre theory is not new, 
by reading these texts through the lens of 
human capital theory Johnston is able to say 
something original and thought-provoking. 
Like Flanagan, Johnston is able to present 
his arguments to both literary scholars and 
a general audience by clearly outlining his 
argument and the different theories which 
influence his research.

Concluding Remarks

Johnston and Flanagan’s texts are must 
reads for scholars of posthumanism and 
contemporary literature regardless of whether 

they study science fiction or young 
adult fiction. The authors both discuss 
surveillance and control in order to ask 
questions about the level of autonomy 
and agency we as a species will have in the 
future. Flanagan puts forward a positive 
view of our relationship with technology by 
showing how cyberspace can be a space for 
young adults to discover their voices and 
opinions and by arguing that young adult 
fiction can instruct readers to empower 
themselves against authorities, which seek 
to take away their agency. On the other 
hand, Johnston is sceptical of governments 
and organisations that perpetuate an ideal 
image of the human, which is exclusionary, 
unattainable, and which gives authorities 
an alibi to treat some people as less than 
human. He shows the potential negative 
consequences of our relationship with 
technology, particularly biotechnology and 
surveillance technology, through analysing 
dystopian and post-apocalyptic novels. Both 
Flanagan and Johnston agree, however, 
that dystopian elements in the novels are 
the result of the way governments and 
corporations use technology. Reading these 
texts alongside each other gives the reader 
the impression that the human race is 
going to become increasingly connected to 
technology going forward and that we have 
a duty to recognise and critically analyse 
this whilst also embracing the exciting 
possibilities. 



expressions. They argue that the human 
experience of color and its diverse range 
of meaning expressions possess social and 
political origins which transcend standard 
reductionist approaches that isolate and identify 
colors apart from their functional origins and 
roles in human communities.
 The authors’ dedicate a chapter to each 
of the seven traditional colors of the rainbow 
(Red, Orange, Yellow, Green, Blue, Indigo, 
Violet) as well as Black, White, and Grey, in 
which they explore how particular social and 

political expressions are realized in colors 
throughout history. These color-specific 
chapters do not provide a systematic theoretical 
explanation about the nature of color, or 
prescribe universal meanings to particular 
colors. In fact, the authors push against the very 
possibility of such an objective and universal 
account that would “normalize” or “naturalize” 
color (18). The key argument of On Color is 
that the origins and our experience of color is 
too socially and politically charged within too 
many different meaning domains to have one 
true definition or description. Color speaks to 
us as language-using creatures in a special and 
communally mediated way that transcends our 
ability to control it or completely reduce it to 
scientific descriptions.
 Kastan and Farthing dedicate these ten 
chapters to fully parsing the idea of color as a 
vehicle for meaning. The central foundation 
for their project is their belief that humans 
possess a distinctive relationship to colors 
that other non-human animals do not. Unlike 
the rest of the animal kingdom, Kastan and 
Farthing argue, the human species’ relationship 
to color is not simply a matter of sensation but 
of conceptualization. Whereas animals and 
humans alike have the physiological capabilities 
to discriminate color sensations, humans alone 
have the ability, by virtue of our language 
capabilities, to turn those sensations into 
meaningful concepts for use within a variety of 
meaning domains.
 With this “conceptual” approach in 
mind, Kastan and Farthing dedicate the rest 
of On Color to explicating the various artistic, 
social, and political expressions of color that 
both implicitly and explicitly permeate our 
cultural worlds. These chapters primarily deal 
with three related yet distinct topics:

 • the malleable range of meanings  
 instituted by different communities for  
 certain colors 
 • the tension between the historical and 
 material origins of color and the
 universal sensation qualities of color that  
 appear in experience 
 • the weaponization of color via the 
 assignment of racialized colors to ethnic 
 groups which carry both positive and   
           negative social and political connotations 

The goal of these chapters is not to synthesize 
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Color Beyond the 
Domains of Science

On Color by David Scott Kastan and 
Stephen Farthing. Yale University Press. 
2018. 254 pp.
 
JAG WILLIAMS

With their extensive and engaging use of art, 
literature, and history, English Professor David 
Scott Kastan and artist Stephen Farthing’s On 
Color offers an interdisciplinary exploration 
of color that promotes a social approach to 
color theory, exploring the role color has in 
constituting new horizons for communally-
ubiquitous and diverse forms of socio-political 
expression and communication. Rather than 
limiting the focus of the study of color to purely 
scientific accounts that define color in relation 
to ranges of light reflectance found in visual 
systems, Kastan and Farthing survey the use of 
color in artistic, social, and political



the range of issues into a whole theory but 
to explore the tensions that permeate our 
distinctive human experience of color.
 Kastan and Farthing communicate 
these complex topics through extensive and 
insightful use of artistic, literary, and historical 
works. One such example is their explication of 
historical documents and political propaganda 
from the 16th to 20th centuries referring to 
the Western perception of Asian skin color, 
through which they elucidate the socio-political 
nature of ethnic-based color ascriptions. 
Kastan and Farthing begin the discussion by 
pointing to historical documents from the 16th 
to 18th centuries which show that European 
travellers typically ascribed the color “white” 
to Eastern Asian people groups (64). Yet, with 
the rise of Chinese immigration to the United 
States in the mid-19th century and the Sino-
Japanese War of 1895, European and American 
leaders felt threatened by the possibility of 
political and economic disruptions from the 
East and no longer sought (either consciously 
or subconsciously) a common racial color 
identification. In fact, as chiefly demonstrated 
with German emperor Wilhelm II’s phrase 
“the Yellow Peril” and his commissioned 
artwork under the same name, newspapers and 
artworks began to depict Asian people groups 
as “yellow” and identify such color-based 
ascriptions with the threat to the moral and 
political stability of Western nations. American 
novelist Jack London, for example, described 
Eastern Asians in a 1904 publication of the 
San Francisco Examiner as the “menace to the 
Western world which has been well named the 
‘Yellow Peril’” (65).In bringing together these 
varied sources Kastan and Farthing conclude 
that “Asians looked white to Western eyes when 
they seemed to be candidates for conversion to 
Christianity… they became yellow only when 
they seemed to be a threat to Western moral 

values and economic interests” (66). A small 
selection of the other works discussed in the 
book include Shakespeare’s Hamlet, Melville’s’ 
Moby Dick, Van Gogh’s Still Life with Basket and 
Six Oranges, and Kim’s Synecdoche.
 Given their socio-political and open-
ended approach to color, I would have liked 
more discussion from Kastan and Farthing on 
the relationship between scientific and social 
approaches to color theories. While the authors 
are clear that scientific approaches alone cannot 
fully encompass color theory the reader is 
offered little insight into how these different 
understandings of color—the scientific and 
the socio-political—might operate together. 
There is a missed opportunity here for some 
discussion of how the authors think their 
expansive project relates to scientific domains.
 Aside from this minor criticism, 
On Color presents a focused and engaging 
study of the social and political dimensions 
involved in our human experience of color 
which intentionally complicates standard 
scientific theories of color. This deliberative 
problematizing of color is not, however, 
intended to be a death knell for the study of 
color as much as a call for an extension of 
our approaches to color theory to include 
the vibrancy of color expression in human 
life. Color is a multifaceted phenomenon 
with physical, rational, social, and political 
dimensions and On Color provides a strong 
case for applying similarly multifaceted and 
interdisciplinary approaches to color theory. 
Kastan and Farthing’s enchanting use of 
artwork and literary references not only draws 
these points out in a convincing manner but 
also invites the reader to partake in a greater 
love and wonder for color in its varied forms. I 
strongly recommend On Color to anyone who 
is interested in color and in its many forms of 
expression.
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organisational concept in philosophy, biological 
sciences, social theory and educational 
systems—is among the most compelling 
parts of the book. Ahmed convincingly 
demonstrates how use and usefulness are 
unevenly distributed, such that, the burden of 
being useful falls disproportionately on certain 
bodies, while the benefit of that usefulness is 
appropriated by others. When only some are 
enjoined to be useful, it frees others up from 
that requirement or allows them more creative 
forms of use. Ahmed contends that there is a 
complex history to this specific evolution of 
use and the uses of use that is intertwined with 
colonialism and capitalism, and embedded in 
race, class and gender hierarchies. The book 
is, thus, a catalogue of the multiplicity of the 
word “use”. It examines how use is called upon 
to do certain kinds of work, or nudged towards 
certain kinds of associations by combining 
three interconnected approaches—by paying 
attention to the use of everyday objects; by 
tracing the genealogy of use as an idea and a 
technique; and by undertaking an ethnographic 
study of how evolving uses of use are built into 
the modern university.
 Beyond the individual word, the phrase 
“what’s the use?” signals exasperation. Ahmed 
explores and contextualises this exasperation 
through the female characters of Virginia 
Woolf ’s novels. As sisters, wives and mothers, 
they question the use of living life within the 
narrow confines of what is usual or prescribed, 
the use of speaking their minds only to be 
dismissed, and the use of existing in the world 
only to disappear into the roles of wife and 
mother. This exasperation is most clearly 
articulated by Woolf herself when she questions 
the point of her own writing and whether it can 
enable a different way of living. It is a question 
born out of a crisis of confidence as the woman 
writer seeks to craft an individual identity in 
a world wherein she is usually cast as sister 
or wife. Woolf and her fictional creations are 
exasperated with the limited nature of use as 
it applies to them—their usefulness and sense 
of being are always already defined in relation 
to men and tied to their limited identities as 
wives, mothers and sisters, foreclosing other 
possibilities of use.
 Ahmed argues that this is precisely why 
we need to “keep the question of use alive” 
(223) because it allows us to examine, challenge 
and subvert normative definitions and uses of 

Review of What’s the Use?: On the Uses of 
Use by Sara Ahmed. Duke University Press. 
2019. 296 pp.

SOHEL SARKAR

The question, “what’s the use?” is the engine 
that drives Sara Ahmed’s queer feminist critique 
of use and usefulness in her latest book, What’s 
the Use? On The Uses of Use. This is the third 
book in a trilogy that started with The Promise 
of Happiness (2010) and Willful Subjects (2014). 
All three share a similar methodology, digging 
into and expounding upon a single word. While 
“happiness” and “will” were the subjects of 
Ahmed’s previous inquiries, here she focuses on 
the word “use”.
 The Oxford English Dictionary (third 
edition) defines “use, n.” as:

The act of putting something to work, or 
employing or applying a thing, for any 
(esp. a beneficial or productive) purpose; 
the fact, state, or condition of being put 
to work, employed, or applied in this way; 
utilisation or appropriation, esp. in order 
to achieve an end or pursue one’s purpose.

Ahmed’s book is concerned with 
deconstructing and complicating this definition 
of use to reveal its underlying meanings. 
Ahmed not only delves into how a thing—an 
object or an idea—is put to work, but also how 
“use” itself is put to work towards specific ends. 
The analysis of the “uses of use”—how use is 
employed or applied in everyday life and as an 
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use and usefulness. The book’s main insight is 
that questioning use can be the starting point of 
a queer feminist project of “living differently”, 
imagining possibilities that lie outside the 
confines of what is allowed (3).
 In this, Ahmed’s work is inspired by 
and interacts with queer, feminist, anti-racist 
and critical theory scholars like Judith Butler, 
Nirmal Puwar, Rosemarie Garland-Thomson, 
and Gloria Wekker who write from the 
position of “bodies out of place”, “misfits”, and 
“troublemakers”. While Butler (1999) explores 
how certain bodies become troublemakers 
when they refuse to confine themselves within 
heteronormative expressions of gender and 
sexuality, Puwar (2004) is concerned with 
how women and racialised minorities become 
misfits or ‘space invaders’ when they enter 
public spaces where the white male body is 
the somatic norm. Garland-Thomson (2011) 
extends this argument from a disability studies 
perspective. She argues that this normative 
figure is also an able body, turning those who 
carry “traits called disabilities” into misfits who 
must work harder to fit in. From a critical race 
perspective, Wekker (2016) theorises a “white 
innocence” in the Dutch context that remains 
wilfully ignorant of race and colonialism, 
singling out those who engage in critiques of 
structural racism as “anti-racist killjoys” (the 
term is linked to Ahmed’s own theorisation 

of the feminist killjoy in her previous work). 
These subject positions—troublemakers, 
misfits, killjoys and bodies out of place—are 
also generative. By refusing to fall in line, 
by overstepping the boundaries, they make 
possible new ways of being in the world. This 
is precisely Ahmed’s project in this book. Her 
interrogation of use is ultimately directed at 
discovering alternate uses of use which will 
enable different ways of living. Those who 
question use are often those the world is not 
used to, those ascribed as “unusual”, who are 
most at home as misfits and troublemakers. 
Ahmed herself writes from this positionality.
 What’s the Use? draws on a variety of 
interdisciplinary influences, including biology, 
psychology, architecture and design. The 
first chapter takes us through a ‘usefulness 
archive’—a medley of objects at different 
stages of use—a well-used and unused path, a 
used book and a used bag, a used-up tube of 
toothpaste, an out-of-use postbox, an overused 
exclamation point, and usable and unusable 
doors. The biographies of use of these everyday 
objects become entry points to talk about race, 
class, gender, colonialism, capitalism, trans 
rights, and disability rights. One criticism 
of Ahmed’s approach to these topics is that 
the range of the discussion is somewhat 
meandering, leaving the reader, at times, both 
intrigued and bewildered.
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 The book becomes more grounded in 
the subsequent chapters as Ahmed explores 
how use became associated with life and 
strength in nineteenth-century biological and 
social thought, such as how utilitarianism 
offered a set of educational techniques 
for shaping individuals by directing them 
toward useful ends. The second chapter has 
a very broad scope. Here, use is deployed as 
a conceptual tool as Ahmed links biological 
theories of evolution, inheritance of acquired 
characteristics and natural selection with 
industrial capitalism, colonialism and 
slavery, and race and class. Just as the shape 
of individual organisms was determined 
by the usefulness of certain organs, so also 
capitalism and colonialism were dependent on 
the usefulness of certain categories of people. 
Ahmed extends this argument to trace a 
complex genealogy of use and disuse to show 
how, over time, use became coupled with life 
and health, and disuse with degeneracy, waste, 
and death. The chapter concludes with how 
these linkages, in turn, contributed to and 
interacted with eugenicist ideas.
 The third chapter is a more specific 
examination of use as an educational technique 
aimed at creating a ‘useful class’. Drawing on 
Andrew Bell and Joseph Lancaster’s work on 
monitorial schools, and Jeremy Bentham’s 
Chrestomathic school based on the panoptical 
principle, Ahmed shows how the requirement 
to be useful fell unevenly on the poor, the 
working-class, and the colonised.
 These diverse and interconnected 
narrative threads come to a head in the 
compelling fourth chapter which examines 
how the modern university has been shaped 
by the classed, racialised and gendered legacies 
of use and usefulness. Ahmed draws on data 
from her own research on diversity work and 
complaint procedures in universities to offer 
an account of how institutions enable some 
while thwarting others. Her main argument 
is that while policies that welcome diversity 
or complaint procedures against sexual 
harassment do exist,  they are not necessarily 
in use and the underlying processes are often 
difficult to access/navigate. This makes the 
university an unwelcome space for women and 
racial minorities, who are then often required 
to do the painstaking work of diversifying 
institutions in the face of the invisible walls and 
closed doors erected by institutionally racist 

and sexist policies.
 With the genealogies and contemporary 
uses of use thus laid out, the final chapter is 
dedicated to undoing the racialised, classed 
and gendered inheritances of use—by 
“queering use”. According to Ahmed, to queer 
use is to use things “in ways other than for 
which they were intended or by those other 
than for whom they were intended” (199). 
It is a recurring theme, addressed somewhat 
cursorily in previous chapters, but brought to 
a head in the conclusion as Ahmed teases out 
the “queer potential” of the objects and ideas 
discussed earlier. Queer use is posited as a 
“willingness to be perverse, to deviate from the 
straight path” (201), as vandalism or “a willful 
destruction of the venerable and the beautiful” 
(208), as a failure or a refusal to use something 
properly, as an act of disobedience, and an act 
of survival and creativity. Ahmed sees queer 
use reanimating the project of diversity work, 
decolonising the curriculum by deviating 
from the much-cited work of establishment 
scholars in favour of fresh voices and new 
perspectives, and reinventing complaints as acts 
of intergenerational intimacy. By focusing on 
the slippages and the gaps between intended 
and actual use, Ahmed’s work echoes Jack 
Halberstam’s “queer art of failure” (2011), José 
Esteban Muñoz’s theory of disidentification 
(1999), and Martin Manalansan’s study of queer 
migrations.
 Like its predecessors in the trilogy, 
this book too requires a patient reader who is 
willing to stay with the text as Ahmed delves 
into what may at first seem like disconnected 
archives. To an extent, the use of connecting 
devices—the doorway, the postbox, the 
wall—helps to join the dots and anchor the 
argument. Ultimately, patience pays off in this 
rousing text which is at once a rejection of the 
master narrative of use and usefulness, and an 
introduction to the painstaking, collective and 
creative work of queering use. It is a story told 
from the point of view of those who are not 
accommodated within normative institutions, 
structures and practices. By crafting different 
routes, travelling lesser-known paths, and 
finding alternate ways of telling stories about 
use, Ahmed invites her readers to see the 
world from these non-normative subject 
positions and to rethink and reshape their own 
worldviews in the process.
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Review of Character: What It Means and 
Why It Matters by Deborah L. Rhode. New 
York. Oxford University Press. 2019. 336 pp.

JENNIFER KAMOROWSKI

Over time, philosophers, psychologists, and 
the public have held varying views about 
what comprises character. In her book, 
Character: What It Means and Why It Matters, 
Professor Deborah L. Rhode suggests that a 
contemporary understanding of character 
includes moral reasoning and performance 
traits. Moral dimensions include qualities 
such as honesty, integrity, and courage, 
whereas performance traits are defined by 
characteristics such as perseverance, diligence, 
and self-control. This book is about the concept 
of character and our varying responses to it 
with examples from law and politics, largely 
within an American context. 
 Although a single trait or action 
provides incomplete evidence of a person’s 
character, such a limited approach is common 
in certain areas of the law. For example, “good 
moral character” requirements are contained 
in statutes governing occupational licenses 
and in immigration laws. Rhode argues that 
legal definitions of character are inconsistent 
with evidence from psychological research 
about character. Character is often reduced 
to whether someone has a prior criminal 
conviction. According to Rhode, unfair 
evaluations of character exclude millions of 
Americans from certain occupations and 

prompt decisions to deny immigration or 
deport people for reasons unrelated to a fair 
and accurate character assessment.
 On the other hand, in criminal trials, 
evidence of past misconduct to demonstrate 
character is generally inadmissible, but 
is allowed for some limited purposes. 
Regardless of why such evidence is admitted, 
research indicates it inevitably affects jurors’ 
perceptions of character. For example, jurors 
may consider a defendant’s prior misconduct 
as evidence of his “bad” character and 
therefore be more inclined to find him guilty 
because of it. Positive or negative character 
attributions can also affect jurors’ beliefs 
about how much punishment is warranted, 
irrespective of the relevant criminal case. 
Evidence of past misconduct is often allowed 
to impeach the credibility of a witness, 
regardless of whether the particular conduct 
is related to the witness’s truthfulness. 
Regardless of why evidence of past 
misconduct is allowed, jurors tend to interpret 
it as representative of a defendant’s or witness’s 
character. 
 Rhode proposes that reforming 
particular areas of licensing, immigration, and 
criminal law would increase the consonance 
between research evidence about character 
and its effects on legal decision-making. First, 
she argues that fair, evidence-based policies 
about occupational licensing and immigration 
and deportation should be premised on the 
fact that character is not immutable, and a 
single bad act is an inadequate measure of 
character. Second, she argues courts should 
presumptively prohibit evidence of prior 
misconduct because of jurors’ tendency to 
associate such evidence with character, and 
that such evidence should only be admissible 
when the pattern of prior behavior is closely 
related to the issue at hand – for example, a 
witness’s truthfulness.
 Rhode next analyzes the inconsistent 
effects character has on American elections. In 
a 2016 poll, about 95% of Americans agreed 
that the president’s character is important. 
Yet, in a 2000 study, more than half of the 
respondents said a politician’s effectiveness 
is unrelated to character deficiencies. Less 
than one-third said that an elected official’s 
character is more important than his or her 
policies. 
 Rhode argues that the character of an 
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elected official should be valued above their 
policies. About 75% of Americans think that 
most elected officials put their own interests 
above those of the country, and Rhode 
recounts a litany of American political history 
that suggests they have good reason to think 
that way. She suggests these contradictions 
in what Americans say about the importance 
of character and how they vote is clearly 
demonstrated by Trump’s election. Before the 
election, only about one-third of Americans 
said Trump was trustworthy and two-thirds 
said he lacked strong moral character. 
Nevertheless, he won the presidency, 
shortly after which, only about one-fifth 
of Americans considered him trustworthy. 
Rhode concludes that although character is 
not at the root of all political problems in the 
U.S., it would certainly behoove Americans to 
prioritize character when casting their votes.
 Finally, Rhode walks readers through 
the lives of several individuals, including 
Albert Schweitzer, Mother Teresa, Ida B. 
Wells, and Mohandas Gandhi, to illustrate 
the principles of service and social justice 
that defined their character. However, she 
also notes that each of these individuals 
also had some personal shortcomings. For 
example, Mother Teresa has been criticized 
for her failure to criticize social structures 
that perpetuate poverty, despite her care for 
the poor. Others criticize her for failing to 
promote women’s rights by taking a hard 
stance against contraception and abortion. 
The point Rhode illustrates with two chapters 

about people who demonstrated strong 
character is that character is not static and no 
one person is virtuous in every circumstance, 
despite their overall good character. 
 Deborah Rhode is a professor at 
Stanford Law School and a renowned expert 
in law, legal ethics, and public policy. She 
has authored thirty books and hundreds of 
articles, and she is one of the most frequently 
cited authors in America on legal ethics. What 
she does well in this book is to present the 
importance of character to a general audience 
in a way that is engaging and filled with 
concrete examples. The book also contains 
some suggestions for reform; specifically, how 
more fair and accurate character evaluations 
may better serve decision-making in law and 
politics. Overall, the book is well-researched 
and supported by scientific studies, which lends 
credibility to Rhode’s conclusions. 
 Although this book is clear, and each 
chapter on its own is easy to follow, there is 
some burden on the reader to tie the chapters 
together. I think Rhode admirably covered a 
lot of ground, however, at times, the breadth 
of topics had the effect of obscuring her main 
message. Nevertheless, she presents readers 
with several ways in which character affects 
legal and political decisions that people may 
not routinely consider. Overall, I would 
recommend this book to anyone who is 
interested in why character matters in modern 
American society, and especially to those 
with professional interests in law, politics and 
justice.
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Review of Invisible Agents Women and 
Espionage in Seventeenth-Century Britain 
by Nadine Akkerman. Oxford University 
Press. 2018.  264 pp.

ROSE HILTON

In Invisible Agents Akkerman has produced 
the first dedicated study of seventeenth-
century female intelligencers. She achieves 
this through her methodological process 
of “Reading Against the Archival Grain” 
(23). Akkerman explains this as the process 
of recovering female voices from records 
dominated by male histories, carefully 
piecing together the stories of women from 
the range of available—albeit previously 
neglected—evidence. In uncovering these 
histories, Akkerman establishes the impact of 
women’s roles in the socio-political history of 
the early modern period. From the detective-
like quality of Akkerman’s methodological 
processes, to the inclusion of a dedication 
written in code, this text immediately 
informs the reader that it is to be approached 
inquisitively. Akkerman invites the reader 
to undertake a process of discovery as she 
unveils the historical data through a series of 
case-studies.  
 In her introduction, Akkerman 
discusses the origins of her study, and openly 
invites comparison between the historical 
sleuthing involved in  uncovering the details 
of these female agents’ lives and their real-

life espionage work. Akkerman evokes this 
comparison by referring to herself as “a 
modern John Thurloe, Oliver Cromwell’s 
most memorable spymaster” (3). The sheer 
volume of archival information present in 
this book creates the need for an overarching 
orientating principle to guide the reader. This 
need is met by Akkerman’s opening claim 
that “female spying activities were at the very 
heart of British international relations in 
the mid-seventeenth century” (3). Invisible 
Agents is a book that successfully establishes 
its own value and makes the reader question 
why such work has not previously been 
undertaken. Akkerman attributes the 
previous lack of critical attention to the social 
belief that women were above suspicion: 
“people simply refused to believe that women 
could possibly be involved in such plots – 
and subsequent historiography has tended 
to follow suit” (4). Akkerman redresses 
this critical neglect, offering a view of both 
Parliamentarian and Royalist female agents at 
a time of heightened political tension.
 Akkerman writes that “a spy occupies 
liminal space” (10). Women were suited to 
this liminal work as contemporary social 
attitudes broadly determined them to be 
guileless. This attitude allowed women 
to navigate the spheres of the domestic 
and the political without arousing undue 
attention. Akkerman highlights this social 
attitude through her discussion of women’s 
letters and their role in deflecting suspicion. 
By considering the content and form of 
women’s discourses, the reader is shown 
how these were manipulated or deployed 
by intelligencers to escape notice. The use 
of familial terms, or roles such as ‘nurse’ 
in addressing or referencing female agents 
placed these women in ‘safe’ social roles; 
domestic areas that were traditionally 
feminine and therefore unthreatening. The 
fact that these women were undertaking 
concealed activities that, were they to have 
been observed, would have undermined that 
social conception is an irony that Akkerman 
makes clear. 
 Women who were found to be involved 
in espionage were not always dismissed or 
treated with leniency, however. In Chapter 
3, Akkerman describes the capture and 
treatment of Susan Hyde, an agent who 
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was “arrested in Wiltshire without any of 
the civility usually accorded to a lady, and 
brought to London where she was subjected 
to psychological and physical torture” 
(90). Despite Hyde’s uncommonly severe 
punishment, which lead to her death within 
a fortnight of being captured, she has been 
neglected in subsequent historical studies. 
Akkerman, using Hyde’s fate as an example, 
concludes that “Women disappeared below 
the surface, dissolved in water or covered 
by dust, a process comparable to how they 
subsequently disappeared in texts and 
archives.” (115).  
 Akkerman’s historiographical mission 
to establish she-intelligencers as an integral 
aspect of royal affairs, civic ruling, and 
European political struggles is extended to 
cultural representations in Chapter 7. In this 
chapter Akkerman focusses on Aphra Behn, 
making the claim that Behn “may have fooled 
us all: perhaps the documents she wrote in 
Antwerp […] are not the work of a female 
spy, but rather of a writer of fiction” (204). 
By opening an inquiry into the possible 
fictionality of such espionage artefacts 
and narratives, Akkerman also touches on 
possible routes of further study, including 
dramaturgical analysis of the roles of women 
and female spies in early modern literature, 
culture, and society.
 This book is the first study analysing 
the history of early modern female spies, 
yet it also transforms our understanding of 
the seventeenth century in broader ways. 
The individual case-studies which form the 
basis of the book’s structure firmly establish 
these women as gatekeepers, generators, and 
guardians of information. Over the course 
of these studies, Invisible Agents charts 
the shifting role of women in espionage 
during this period from couriers of secret 
messages to active she-intelligencers. Future 
histories must account for these women in 
their discussions of historical gender roles 
and recognise the importance, and often 
danger, of the work they undertook. Invisible 
Agents also creates a springboard for further 
studies to produce analytical readings of 
the seventeenth-century dissemination of 
knowledge and power through different 
communicative methods and social 

structures. 
 Part of this book’s lasting impression, 
especially for a non-historian reader, 
comes from the careful inclusion of 
illustrative artefacts, from secret ciphers 
and letter locking techniques to the artistic 
representation of espionage culture in Queen 
Elizabeth’s “Rainbow Portrait”. These details 
are woven into Akkerman’s research narrative, 
underpinning her core mission of recovering 
historical female voices from archival 
documents. This is a book full of rich and 
engaging details, perhaps overwhelmingly at 
times due to the sheer volume of historical 
research that Akkerman has undertaken, but 
this is a testament to the thoroughness of 
her academic practice. Ultimately, Invisible 
Agents is a text that serves as an invaluable 
starting point for the re-situation of women 
into narratives of early modern spying, and 
political history, offering readers across 
disciplines a varied and voluminous history 
of women’s roles in seventeenth-century 
espionage.
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Review of To Begin the World Over Again: 
How the American Revolution Devastated 
the Globe by Matthew Lockwood. Yale 
University Press. 2019. 512 pp.

BEN MARSH

The inspiration for the title of Matthew 
Lockwood’s vibrant globetrotting survey 
of the historical waves generated by the 
American Revolution comes from a famous 
passage in Thomas Paine’s Common Sense. 
In his inspirational 1776 pamphlet, Paine 
offered a key to unlocking American 
republican sensibilities, by intermixing a 
powerful and convincing argument based 
on intuitive logic with a prose style that was 
uncomplicated, localised, close to home, and 
brutally concise. Lockwood’s provocative 
volume is the polar opposite: it is lavishly 
styled and lengthy (though very accessible), 
deeply littered with extravagant personalities 
and places, but organised around a premise 
that feels flimsy, because while the canvas is 
extensive, the underlying logic and view of 
historical causation is blurry and partial. 
 Lockwood sets out to convert readers 
to the notion that the American Revolution 
was the preeminent engine of change in 
a series of far-flung locales way beyond 
Philadelphia, having effectively injected 
British imperialism with a new momentum 
that would transform transnational 
geopolitics and population flows – and 

more than that, proposing that much of 
this transformation brought disruptive and 
impoverishing consequences for “the vast 
majority of Earth’s inhabitants” (9) including 
people in South America, China, India, 
Ireland, the Crimea, Africa, and beyond. 
In chapters that often sparkle with a fine 
command of social and political history and 
a shrewd appreciation of personal agency 
and ambition, we are treated to a grand tour 
of features such as the British penal system, 
the diplomatic machinations of Catherine 
the Great and the Qianlong Emperor, the 
military careers of Horatio Nelson and Charles 
Cornwallis, and much more.
 Lockwood’s emphasis on the plight(s) 
of ordinary people is very welcome, especially 
because he has liberated himself spatially from 
the historiographical cemetery that addresses 
the extent of class conflict in America. By far 
the most enjoyable feature of the book is his 
careful and wide-ranging legwork to identify 
how biographical junctures overlapped with 
larger institutional or structural developments, 
and to bring people of all backgrounds to 
the foreground – usually selecting figures 
and episodes from secondary literature, 
but sometimes deploying new and vivid 
archival insights or linkages (as in the case 
of the Old Bailey records), to find genuinely 
“forgotten personal stories” (9). He ably 
demonstrates that there were a myriad of 
connections radiating outward from the 
American Revolution (and especially the 
war and its costs), and that these deserve 
a more prominent position within our 
understandings of the event’s impact. In 
the process, Lockwood shows a flair for 
leading us through eclectic subject areas and 
offering rich context – readers will appreciate 
the 360 degree perspective they amass on 
global developments that intersected with 
Britain’s American traumas and imperial 
reconfiguration, though specialists in each of 
those areas will find little that is revolutionary. 
 The impressive rigour of exposition 
and the range of coverage, though, often 
leave the actual argument some distance in 
the background, and it is a reflection of this 
awkwardness that Lockwood chose not to 
devote at least some of his discursive energy to 
mapping out the two most obvious (and well 
documented) ways in which the American 
Revolution catalysed sweeping changes: its 
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contribution(s) to the French Revolution and 
its recalibration of power relations vis a vis 
indigenous peoples in North America. In place 
of such self-evident and important vectors, To 
Begin the World Over Again dwells, again and 
again, on less palpable connections – that are 
artfully but often problematically linked to the 
loss of the thirteen colonies and the costs of the 
war.  
 That Lockwood neglects or sidesteps a 
more nuanced sense of causal matrices within 
the giant developments he traces doesn’t just 
do a disservice to the complexity of the period 
– when things “tended to be interactive” as 
Christopher Bayly understated it in his more 
comprehensive assessment (The Birth of the 
Modern World, tellingly beginning in 1780, 
and crucially incorporating economic and 
demographic factors). It also undermines, 
ironically, Lockwood’s stated desire to 
challenge notions of American exceptionalism. 
The author draws on a metaphor of a stone 
splashing to critique Americans’ obsession with 
their internal revolution and its “stubbornly 
national focus” (4), explaining that his readers 
will be following the ripples travelling outward, 
and claiming that other scholars “have failed to 
adequately complicate the story” (though, as a 
sidenote, it is hard to share his characterisation 
of Gary Nash and Alan Taylor’s work as 
having described the “goals and ideals of the 
revolution…[as] an example of America at 
its best” (5)). But without attending to or 
acknowledging the other stones and boulders 
that were dropping into historical ponds 
all over the world between 1750 and 1840, 
whose waves and ripples danced around and 
interplayed with those energised by American 
events, Lockwood sometimes sacrifices 
credibility to over-simplicity and at times, 
bombast. 
 In the quest to make a splash, of course, 
some interpretative claims need throwing high, 
and especially so in a work that, commendably, 
reaches out to general readers – with minimal 
references to the Founding Fathers. This is 
epitomised in the subtitle, part of a new-
fangled trend (compare Lockwood’s How the 
American Revolution Devastated the Globe 
to Jonathan Israel’s similarly hefty synthesis, 
this time about ideologies, subtitled How the 
American Revolution Ignited the Globe!). But 
too much historical hyperbole accompanies 
Lockwood’s final sections in multiple chapters, 

where we learn that the American Revolution 
“birthed” (37) the modern carceral state, 
that it “spawned” (80) greater government 
monitoring in Britain (though anti-Catholic 
paranoia was hardly new, and much more 
extensive measures would be pioneered in the 
1790s in the panicked shadow of the French 
Revolution), that the war “gave birth to the 
Irish nation” (118) and “inspired” (177) or 
sowed South American independence; it 
“signalled the birth of the “British Empire” 
in India” (297) and provided the roots of the 
“depopulation of native peoples far away in 
the South Pacific” (354). Not content with 
conceiving the American Revolution as merely 
a model, midwife, catalyst, mordant, or raising 
agent – or just something that lightly salted pre-
existent trends – Lockwood delivers the Second 
Anglo-Mysore War affectedly as the “Indian 
theater of the American War” (273) – though 
the First war took place over a decade earlier in 
the late 1760s, overlapping with other origins 
that comfortably predated the American War 
(including Bourbon reforms in the Spanish 
Empire, or key episodes of London rioting).
 Though from a completely different 
scholarly orientation then, Lockwood’s 
schismatic decentring of the hoary story of the 
birth of the United States, and his emphasis 
on catastrophic global impacts on future lives, 
suffers from some of the same weaknesses 
as Gordon Wood’s claims (in The Radicalism 
of the American Revolution) that celebrated 
the Revolution’s domestic achievements by 
staking an open-ended claim to future events. 
Like the prison hulks with which the volume 
starts, the American Revolution can surely 
only carry so much, and only last for so long. 
Lockwood has done a fine job of mining much 
of what was interesting about the historical 
changes and imperial opportunities that the 
American Revolution precipitated, having 
followed or located multiple seams among 
people all over the world, and his gripping 
account remains valuable for this. But what he 
makes of the metal rings a little hollow. Though 
not as sexy as giving birth to everything, an 
alternative phrase of Paine’s (originally posed 
as a rhetorical question, and still topical) might 
have served as a better line of approach than 
the United States beginning the world again: 
“What have we to do with setting the world at 
defiance?”
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Review of Classical Traditions in Modern 
Fantasy by Brett M. Rogers & Benjamin Eldon 
Stevens. Oxford University Press. 2017. 367 pp. 

JADE HINCHLIFFE

Classical Traditions in Modern Fantasy is the first 
edited collection that focuses on the relationship 
between modern fantasy fiction and Greco-Roman 
literature and culture and follows on from Brett M. 
Rogers and Benjamin Eldon Stevens’ first edited 
collection, Classical Traditions in Science Fiction 
(2015). The editors acknowledge that this volume 
is limited to Anglo-American texts, meaning that 
it cannot be seen as definitive. Instead, Rogers 
and Stevens intend to start a discussion in this 
emerging area of scholarship to inspire others 
to contribute to this field. This book is thematic 
and divided into four sections, which examine 
the works of popular fantasy authors such as C.S 
Lewis, George R.R. Martin, J.K Rowling and J. R. 
R. Tolkien. 
 Part one, “Classical Apparitions in 
(Pre-) Modern Fantasy”, provides insights into 
the influence of classical antiquity on the origins 
of modern fantasy. Jesse Weiner’s chapter, 
“Classical Epics and the Poetics of Modern 
Fantasy”, compares modern high fantasy to the 
epic form. Weiner analyses Martin’s A Song of Ice 
and Fire (ASOIF) series using Aristotle’s Poetics 
to persuasively argue that modern fantasy novels, 
like Martin’s, share many themes and conventions 
with ancient Greek and Roman epics. For example, 
Weiner notes that Martin’s series, like classical 
epics, is concerned with the origin and destiny of 

a land, depicts a struggle between good and evil, 
and prioritises political and moral obligations 
over private concerns. Weiner claims that the 
title of Martin’s series alone reveals that it is 
influenced by epic poetry, which often contained 
heroic songs. Fans of Martin’s series, and its 
television adaptation Game of Thrones, will 
also be familiar with the songs in the novels 
which, like epics, tell stories of the triumphs 
and downfalls of great heroes.  Moving away 
from analysing literary conventions, Genevieve 
S. Gessert’s chapter, “The Mirror Crack’d: 
Fractured Classicisms in the Pre-Raphaelites 
and Victorian Illustration”, evaluates the 
relationship between classical and medieval 
imagery in modern fantasy, shedding light on 
our collective interpretation of the aesthetic of 
the genre. Gessert discusses the influence of 
the Pre-Raphaelite style and philosophy, which 
is indebted to classicism, as well as medieval 
imagery in Henry Justice Ford’s illustrations. 
Ford illustrated Andrew Lang’s fairy tales, which 
influenced both Tolkien and Lewis. Collectively, 
this section re-evaluates the origins of the 
content, form, language and imagery of modern 
fantasy, by suggesting it is influenced by ancient 
Greek and Roman culture.
 Part two, “False Medievalism and Other 
Ancient Fantasies”, follows on from Gessert’s 
chapter by focusing on Tolkien and Lewis and 
the influence of classicism on their fiction. This 
aspect of Tolkien and Lewis’ books is often 
overlooked as scholars tend to focus on the 
medieval influences. Benjamin Eldon Stevens 
chapter, “Ancient Underworlds in J.R.R. Tolkien’s 
The Hobbit”, is particularly significant as he 
articulates why research into the relationship 
between modern fantasy and classical texts 
is so important. Stevens shows how Tolkien 
departs from classical depictions of the descent 
into the underworld by presenting Gollum and 
Smaug as forgetful and unhelpful in contrast to 
the wise, dead prophets, who guide the hero in 
classical texts. He then relates his rediscovery of 
the influence of classical literature on Tolkien’s 
fiction to the rediscovery of modern fantasy’s 
origins. He claims that The Hobbit “reinforces 
the sense that, eventually, all memory will be 
lost […]. And yet […] certain images persist: 
‘down there, at the very roots’ of Tolkien’s 
influential version of modern fantasy, are truly 
ancient underworlds” (144). This apt metaphor 
encapsulates the importance of both this volume 
and the work of scholars investigating classical 

32

AC REVIEW OF BOOKS 



literature’s influence on modern fantasy. The 
chapters in this section build on part one by 
discussing not only the influence of classical 
literature and culture on the modern fantasy 
genre but also the importance of discovering this 
literary heritage. 
 Part three, “Children and (Other) Ancient 
Monsters”, examines children’s fantasy fiction 
and how it educates young readers in morals and 
virtue, showing that these teachings originate 
from the classical period. Rowling’s Harry Potter 
series is examined by Brett M. Rogers in relation 
to Aeschylus in his chapter “Orestes and the 
Half-Blood Prince: Ghosts of Aeschylus in the 
Harry Potter Series”. Rogers argues that as the 
series progresses, “Rowling’s view of education 
draws increasingly closer to […] Aeschylean 
perspectives on teaching and learning […] 
[which emphasises] becoming educated in 
moral virtue and civic action against tyranny” 
(222). Rogers suggests that from the Half-Blood 
Prince onwards, Rowling draws on Aeschylus’s 
Oresteia because she sees the themes that 
Aeschylus emphasises—knowledge, education 
and kinship—as solutions to social issues. Whilst 
Rogers examines a series intended for young 
adult readers, Elizabeth A. Manwell discusses 
a modern children’s story in her chapter, “Girls 
in Bears’ Clothing in Greek Myth and Disney/
Pixar’s Brave”. Manwell states that tales of 
the transformation of humans into bears are 
common in many cultures. However, she notes 
that Greek myths, such as the tales of Callisto 

and Iphigenia, often portray young girls on the 
cusp of womanhood transforming into bears. 
Through her analysis, Manwell explores how 
Brave’s protagonist, Merida, subverts traditional 
expectations of women by comparing her journey 
to the women in Greek mythology. Manwell 
acknowledges that the women in Greek myths 
would not be able to delay marriage and prolong 
their adolescence, as Merida does. Brave therefore 
reflects the increasing agency that women have in 
the twenty-first century by drawing on classical 
mythology and inverting the moral of the story. 
This section identifies the important role that 
modern fantasy fiction has in educating young 
readers and demonstrates that this tradition 
is influenced by classical literature, which was 
didactic and concerned with moral teachings.
 Finally, part four, “(Post) Modern Fantasies 
of Antiquity”, claims that the modern fantasy 
genre is postmodern because it uses themes, 
motifs and tales from classical literature and 
makes intertextual references to classical texts. The 
collection is appropriately ended with a discussion 
of the intertextuality of classical literature in 
ASOIAF, the first modern fantasy series discussed 
in chapter one. Ayelet Haimson Lushkov chapter, 
“Genre, Mimesis, and Virgilian Intertext in 
George R.R. Martin’s A Song of Ice and Fire”, 
compares Nisus and Euryalus’s sexually ambiguous 
relationship in the Aeneid to Renly Baratheon 
and Loras Tyrell’s in ASOIAF. Lushkov states that 
both stories mirror each other in terms of plot 
and imagery. For example, both pairs are involved 
with games and tourneys before being involved 
in the horrors of war and Lushkov also notes that 
Euryalus and Loras are both “young, beautiful, and 
characterised by floral imagery” (313). Lushkov’s 
chapter, like all the contributions in this section, 
highlights how modern fantasy texts borrow from 
different classical texts and traditions in order 
to re-examine the stories and teachings of the 
original tales from a contemporary viewpoint.
 Overall, this collection presents insightful 
research into popular, well-known modern fantasy 
novels, establishing their connections to classical 
antiquity. The volume sparks as many questions 
as it answers about the modern fantasy genre and 
its origins, traditions and role in contemporary 
culture. Rogers and Steven’s book, with its diverse 
content, ambitious scope and accessible format, 
will be of interest to both scholars and fans of 
modern fantasy and classical antiquity, who seek 
to discover more about modern fantasy’s literary 
heritage.
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Folklore Fundamentals
Review of The Book of Greek & Roman 
Folktales, Legends & Myths edited & 
translated by William Hansen. Princeton 
University Press. 2017. 549 pp. 

BRITTANY ELDRIDGE

William Hansen’s The Book of Greek & Roman 
Folktales, Legends & Myths is an enchanting 
collection that both entertains and educates. 
The extensive compilation of Greek and 
Roman folktales, legends, myths, anecdotes, 
ghost stories (and more!) that Hansen has 
brought together—many of which have been 
anthologized for the first time—will appeal 
to both academics and general readers. This 
collection is less about the common epics and 
popular pagan tales than about representing 
the wide range of stories that proliferated in 
the ancient world. These stories feature an 
assortment of characters, including animals, 
farmers, slaves, thieves, and scholars, and 
cover themes from “Kings and Princesses” to 
“Magicians and Witches” and “the Bizarre”. 
Hansen’s book is a form of preservation of 
these ancient literary texts, reviving interest 
in the early storytelling traditions of Western 
culture. 
 The introduction to the anthology 
deliberates on the innumerable types of oral 
narratives the Greeks and Romans enjoyed, 

emphasizing the importance of “informal 
narratives such as legends, novelle, anecdotes, 
jokes, fables, fairytales, and the like”, which 
allow Hansen to create “the most extensive 
compilation of ancient popular tales ever 
made” (xxvi). Different from other collections 
due to the selection and range, The Book of 
Greek & Roman Folktales, Legends & Myths 
provides a broad and compelling introduction 
to the types of stories and themes that 
resonated with ancient audiences. Readers 
who are looking for a leisure experience can 
simply open the collection up to a section 
and begin. However, those who are searching 
for more can read in the introduction about 
Hansen’s approach to the selection of these 
stories and his multi-tiered categorization 
method. Hansen begins his categorization 
by distinguishing the difference between the 
mythological and the popular tale. He divides 
the tales into two main categories: traditional 
credence narratives and traditional fictions 
(26). Within these two categories, he then 
creates further sub-sections. The subsections 
of the traditional credence narratives are 
myth, historic legend, heroic legend, religious 
legend (aretalogy and sacred story), belief 
legend, contemporary or urban legend, 
anecdote (apothegm and catch tale), and 
personal narrative (memorate and personal 
fable). The subsections within the traditional 
fiction are the wonder (or fairy) tale, religious 
tale, novella (Milesian tale), animal tale, 
fable (short fable), comic tale (joke tale 
and tall tale), and chain tale (26). Hansen’s 
categorization is interesting as there are not 
many adequate systems available for the 
scholarly study of ancient narratives, and his 
proposal proves that a system can be created 
and applied to this field of study. 
 The organization of the anthology itself 
follows a different pattern to the categories 
Hansen describes in the introduction. 
This change occurs as Hansen states that it 
“would be dull” to have the anthology set-
up in the manner of his classification system 
(39). While that may be so, the switch to a 
thematic rather than categorical focus does 
feel a little unexpected after so much time 
has been dedicated to explaining his system. 
Softening this impression is the correlation 
Hansen creates between these thematic 
sections and his proposed categorization 
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method. He notes at the start of each thematic 
section how the individual selections fit into 
the genres he describes in the introduction, 
helpfully situating them within his broader 
framework. The first thematic section  “Kings 
and Princesses”, for example,  begins with a 
note about how “Cupid and Psyche” falls into 
the fairytale/wondertale category (47). 
 The works that are held within the 
collection are well-chosen in range and 
variation. The length of the works spans 
from works of a single sentence to the 35-
page “Cupid and Psyche”, arguably the 
oldest fairytale in the Western tradition. 
Accompanying each selection within the 
anthology is a note contextualizing the work 
or adding some further information to allow 
the reader to better understand it. These 
notes are delightful and instructive. One of 
my favorite examples is from the end of “The 
Rescue of Simonides”. This is a tale about the 
poet Simonides, who escapes a collapsing 
building through divine intervention shortly 
after being refused the full fee for his poetry 
recital. Simonides is then able to identify the 
victims of the collapse by the places they were 

sitting. Hansen’s note informs us that this tale 
is what caused Simonides to discover a system 
of mnemonics based on spatial relationships 
(loci), which has been used from antiquity 
to the present day (101). Although some of 
his notes are seemingly obvious, like the one 
that accompanies that of “The Language of 
the Birds” (the reader can apprehend this 
note themselves during the reading of the 
tale), notes such as the one that accompanies 
Simonides tale show interesting connections 
from the tales to systems that are in place 
today.  
 Hansen includes as many stories 
as he can within this anthology, mainly 
tales that he finds memorable. Despite 
a somewhat limited discussion of the 
importance of the tales themselves and their 
thematic interrelationships, The Book of 
Greek & Roman Folktales, Legends & Myths 
is a fascinating work. Hansen provides an 
enjoyable assortment of stories accompanied 
by a number of black and white illustrations, 
which can be enjoyed by academic and lay 
audiences alike.
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Review of The Joy of Statistics: A Treasury 
of Elementary Statistical Tools and their 
Applications by Steve Selvin. New York. 
Oxford University Press. 2019.

ANNA MILLER

The Joy of Statistics provides a short, 
accessible and, at times, light-hearted 
glimpse into the vast world of statistics. 
This book delivers the general background 
needed to begin understanding statistical 
methods and how to apply them alongside an 
assortment of anecdotes, jokes, and historical 
information. The author, Dr. Steve Selvin, is 
an award-winning teacher with more than 
40 years of statistics teaching experience at 
the University of California, Berkeley. He 
has received the Berkeley Citation, the most 
prestigious award for teaching excellence 
given by the University of California and 
has authored or co-authored more than 250 
scientific papers in the applied statistics fields 
of epidemiology and health with a focus on 
birth defects and childhood cancer.
 As an author of more than ten applied 
statistical methods books, Dr. Selvin uses The 
Joy of Statistics to take a step back and explain 
the basics in an entertaining yet informative 
way. The book begins with an introduction 
to probabilities, summary statistics, and 
visualization before diving deeper into basic 
statistical methods. In each short chapter, 
Dr. Selvin describes the topic in question 

thoroughly, often with a short example or two 
to further explain its exact workings. Every 
chapter provides enough material so that the 
reader has a chance to fully grasp the topic 
without feeling overwhelmed. 
 While the chapter topics cover a range 
of methods and visualization approaches, Dr. 
Selvin focuses on highly important concepts 
that provide a foundational understanding of 
statistics and are applicable across disciplines. 
For example, he explains odds ratios and 
their relation to risk ratios in great depth. The 
two ratios are described in words, through 
equations, and in relation to published papers. 
He also walks carefully through different 
summary visualizations and methods to 
smooth data and remove the noise found 
in the plots. Dr. Selvin writes, “Random 
variation or other sources of ‘noise’ potentially 
obscure relationships often revealed by a 
smoothing strategy” (156).  Across multiple 
chapters, he explains the importance of 
summarizing data, both numerically and 
graphically, and describes methods through 
which to clean the data. Throughout this 
book, the reader is exposed to critical aspects 
of the field which will prepare them for the 
future study of statistics. 
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 The Joy of Statistics weaves the 
history of the field into its discussions of the 
application of statistical methods. For many 
of the specific topics, Dr. Selvin shares short 
biographies for the famous statisticians known 
for said topic. Biographies of R. A. Fisher and 
Karl Pearson are included for the founding 
of modern statistics and levels of significance 
(p-values). Dr. Selvin describes their on again 
off again scientific relationship as, “colleagues 
but not friends” and their collective 
impact on the field of statistics. Other 
important statisticians are described by their 
accomplishments. John Tukey is described 
with quick tests, specifically the Tukey’s quick 
test, and Florence Nightingale is included 
for her important role in forming the field of 
nursing and as the first “biostatistician.”
 Right when the amount of statistical 
methods described feels to be too much, 
Dr. Selvin mixes in statistical jokes, quotes, 
puzzles, and riddles to provide some “joy” and 
a well-deserved break in the material. These 
chapters add a personal touch as they appear 
to share some of Dr. Selvin’s favorite problems, 
fun facts, and poems. He includes amusing 
one-liners such as, “Three out of every four 
Americans make up 75% of the population” 
(130) and lengthier cringe-worthy, yet 
entertaining jokes including, “A statistician’s 
wife gave birth to twins. He was delighted. 
When his minister heard the good news, he 

said ‘bring them to church on Sunday to be 
baptized.’ ‘No’ replied the new father. ‘We will 
baptize one and keep the other as a control” 
(131).
 The Joy of Statistics prepares the reader 
to dive into the statistical world. It packs a 
wide scope of statistical knowledge into a 
mere two hundred pages. Nonetheless, this 
book should not be used in the replacement 
of other statistical techniques or methods 
books. Instead, it serves as a general 
summary to get one’s feet wet before jumping 
into more advanced methods and the current 
literature. 
I recommend The Joy of Statistics to those 
who want to begin studying statistics or 
who need a quick refresher book. Dr. Selvin 
does an exemplary job of explaining basic 
concepts without overwhelming the reader 
with jargon or dense details. Each chapter 
stands alone, and the material described is 
easily digestible. This allows the reader to 
devour the entire book quickly or to flip 
through and focus on specific chapters. 
Thus, readers from a diverse set of statistical 
backgrounds can find assistance from this 
book. As The Joy of Statistics is so well 
crafted, I cannot wait to read Dr. Selvin’s 
other work to see how he uses his simple yet 
exact way of explaining statistics in more 
advanced statistical techniques. 
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Review of Stylish Academic Writing by 
Helen Sword. Harvard University Press. 
2012. 220 pp.

RAVEN HAYMOND

It’s no secret that many readers, both inside 
and outside academia, view academic 
writing as stodgy, tedious, and often 
incomprehensible. Facing this criticism 
head on, Helen Sword is on a mission to 
revolutionize academic writing. Sword, 
Professor and Director of the Centre for 
Learning and Research in Higher Education at 
the University of Auckland, aims to diagnose 
why so much academic writing is plagued 
by “serpentine syntax” and “lard-laden” 
descriptions and how we can fix it (5-6).
 In her slim volume, Stylish Academic 
Writing, Sword makes three main 
arguments. First, that “elegant ideas deserve 
elegant expression” (vii). Second, that 
experimentation, versus conformity, is the 
key to intellectual creativity. And third, that 
our options are not as limited as we might 
believe, that academic writing doesn’t have 
to be stuffy, bloated, and indecipherable (vii). 
Rather than addressing why academics write 
the way they do, she explores how that writing 
may be improved and she does so quite 
systematically. 
 Stylish Academic Writing is split into 
two main sections. Part I: Style and Substance, 
is further divided into three chapters: “Rules 
of Engagement”, “On Being Disciplined”, and 

“A Guide to the Style Guides”. In these chapters, 
she explains her methodology and research 
design. First, she asked seventy academics 
from various disciplines to describe “stylish 
academic writing” (7). She then analyzed 
books and articles from one hundred authors 
recommended by their peers and tallied items 
like instances of first-person anecdotes, catchy 
hooks, concrete nouns, and clarifying examples 
(8). Third, she compiled a data set of one 
thousand academic articles from the sciences, 
social sciences, and humanities. From this 
data set she pulled writing samples and tallied 
how many articles in each discipline used 
different elements of engaging writing. Finally, 
Sword analyzed one hundred writing guides to 
track down what advice is being doled out to 
emerging scholars (9). 
 Sword’s research highlights compelling 
insights. For example, although many emerging 
writers believe they need to shun the pronouns 
“I” and “we”, Sword’s analysis reveals that in 
medicine, evolutionary biology, and computer 
science, these pronouns are used 92, 100, and 
82 percent of the time, respectively. Researchers 
in higher education use these personal 
pronouns 54 percent of the time and writers 
in the humanities engage them 40 percent of 
the time (18). Clearly, there is no hard and fast 
rule when it comes to personal pronouns. As 
she explains, using “I” and “we” can be one of 
the easiest ways to bring your research writing 
to life, to help your readers connect with not 
only your words, but with your research story. 
In Sword’s words, they show “the human side of 
academic endeavor” (90). 
 In Part II: The Elements of Stylishness 
(hat tip to Strunk and White), Sword dives 
deep into various elements of writing 
including “Smart Sentencing”, “Tempting 
Titles”, “Jargonitis”, and “The Creative Touch”. 
Throughout this section, she encourages 
academic writers to take cues from fiction 
writers, to show versus tell, to create an 
overarching narrative experience for readers, 
and to make use of literary devices like 
metaphors, similes, and allusions. Sword 
includes “Spotlights on Style”, sample passages 
with explanations of precisely why they 
work and work well. (Brief aside: I did note 
that of the 29 spotlights, 20 were from male 
scholars. This imbalance was obvious enough 
to distract this particular reader.) The book 
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ends with a brief afterword, an appendix 
highlighting research methodology, notes, and 
a bibliography.
 Perhaps the most useful sections of 
this book are the lists of “Things to Try” that 
follow most chapters. Here Sword offers sets of 
exercises to help writers analyze the strengths 
and weaknesses of their own writing. Examples 
include taping a list of five real people to your 
workspace to help you keep your audience front 
and center (46), highlighting every bit of jargon 
in a piece of writing (120), and scanning your 
text for “be” verbs that you can replace with 
vivid verbs (60). One exercise recommends 
pasting a sample of your writing into the online 
Writer’s Diet test (available at www.writersdiet.
com). This site and its accompanying diagnostic 
tool stem from an earlier book by Sword, The 
Writer’s Diet: A Guide to Fit Prose (now in its 
second edition). I submitted a sample of my 
own (published) writing from a meat and 
potatoes thesis paragraph. Diagnosis? “Flabby”. 
Prepositions were in the “heart attack” zone 
and my nouns needed “toning”. Determined to 
be a star student, I submitted a second sample, 
this time from an unpublished seminar paper. 
This selection was deemed “fit and trim”. 
Perhaps tellingly, I never planned to submit this 
paper for publication. Rather, I simply wanted 
to deliver an engaging, captivating read to my 
professor. Maybe Sword is on to something 

with her advice to keep your reader in mind 
and take creative risks.
 As an emerging scholar, I very much 
want to believe Sword. I dream of crafting 
gorgeous sentences, sprinkling my research 
with personal anecdotes, and inserting clever 
bits of humor. On the other hand, I also fear 
that editors will likely take me to task if I fail to 
include long lists of authors in my parenthetical 
citations. There is a certain pressure to sound 
very grown up and a desire to be taken 
seriously. So, while I enjoy the samples Sword 
highlights as elegant and noteworthy, I also 
recognize that this creative luxury is more often 
afforded to established scholars. What works 
for Oliver Sacks and Richard Dawkins might 
not work for a graduate student. 
 However, that is precisely what Sword 
hopes to change with her call to reimagine 
academic writing practices. Stylish Academic 
Writing would be a wonderful text in a 
graduate-level research class, but early career 
academics will also find it motivating and 
helpful. Focused on her research findings 
and coming in at only 175 pages of content, 
this text is not a one-stop-shop for writing 
advice. Rather, it is meant to complement 
books like Peter Elbow’s Writing with Power 
and, for a more creative tack, Bird by Bird: 
Some Instructions on Writing and Life by Anne 
Lamott. 
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