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A ‘critical’ literature review is supposed to ‘critically examine’ a rather solid literary body of
arguments/ideas around a particular topic. The literary body of ideas around the topic (i.e. literature)
may include theorizations, conceptualizations, and/or explanations based on empirical studies of the
topic. Each body of ideas supports at least one thesis about the topic. The critical review can be
structured through answering the following questions:

Critical Review Questions (CRQs):

Introduction:

1. What are the very core arguments thesis/theses developed in the literature around the topic?
What are their findings (if the literature includes empirical research)? What theories are used
or developed? How are the core concepts defined?

2. Where is the given literature located in its wider historical and intellectual/theoretical contexts?
It is important not to consider the literature as an isolated body of arguments but rather to
consider it in relation to other similar attempts to study the topic from different points of view.

For instance, if the topic is ‘social class in the post-modern time’, one body of ideas
that you may like to focus on as your main theme can be the idea of meta-industrial
class/labor as developed by a theorist Ariel Salleh. The thesis is that the meta-
industrial labor is a new social class that has the capacity to transform the capitalist
relations due to some of its special features. Historically, such a body of ideas
around new classes has emerged in the context of post-Marxist, post cold war era as
the result of failure of classical theories of class in explaining the recent changes in
the class composition of modern societies. Here you need to explain how the idea
of meta-industrial class can be related to and/or located in the wider context of
recent theoretical attempts to theorize social classes in the post cold war (post-
Marxist) era. You may briefly name a few other important theses with some
overlaps and differences.

Discussion (Body):

3. To what extent are the arguments and the thesis embedded in them (as presented by the
author(s) in the literature) supported by facts/evidence? How selective vs. inclusive are the
authors in their approach to empirical evidence? Answering this question requires the reviewer
to examine the given body of ideas or thesis in the literature in terms of its ability to back up the
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arguments through drawing on adequate and convincing facts, case studies and clarifying
examples.

4. How far can the arguments or the thesis be supported by evidence or experiences from
other/independent sources of information, not covered by the authors? Answering this
question requires the reviewer to look for relevant empirical studies and/or other sources of
empirical data to examine the possibility of supporting/challenging the arguments in the
literature; for instance if the literature is about new social classes emerging in post-industrial
societies, we would like to know if there can be enough evidence to support such a thesis.
What facts may contradict the thesis?

5. To what extent are the arguments in the given literature structured consistently, i.e. free from
logical contradictions? Are the definitions of key concepts clear? Is the literature self-reflexive?
This requires the examination of the arguments in terms of their logical consistency and
coherence.

6. To what extent are the counter-arguments included in the literature? Do the authors adequately
include and respond to the counter-arguments and critiques? What are the points of overlap
and divergence between arguments in favor of a thesis and the counter-arguments? This would
require a comparison between at least two viewpoints in the literature around the topic; or in
other words, the reviewer will bring at least two contrasting or opposing bodies of ideas into a
dialogue with each other.

7. Finally, if the review is related to a research project with a research question, a very important
issue to explore is the capacity of the literature for helping us understand the topic and answer
our research question. To what extent is the source/literature able to help us answer our
research questions? What are the inadequacies? How useful or effective is their approach
towards studying our subject?

Conclusion

8. Finally, what are the strengths and limitations of the literature, in sum, and how can the authors
improve their arguments? What aspects of the topic need to be studied further? How can the
literature deal with its shortcomings and loopholes through incorporating and/or considering
the criticisms? Highlight the critical points of your review.

Instructions:

1) Start by developing a rather comprehensive list (bibliography) of most recent most relevant
studies around the topic. This is only about searching the databases effectively and listing them
in a consistent bibliographic format (preferably Harvard Style) which will be finally completed
and listed at the end of article.

2) Skim through the sources you have listed in the first step to find 20-25 most relevant
monographs and/or academic research articles that are more directly related to the objectives
of doing the critical review (i.e. answering CRQs)?
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3) Carefully read these selected works that are supposed to be the most relevant sources and take
notes while bearing your objectives (i.e. answering CRQs) in mind. Search for more relevant
sources in the process of writing up your review whenever necessary;

4) Write an integrated review of these selected studies out of your notes in an integrated format by
taking the comparative-critical approach as described in this document; this requires you to be
engaged in their arguments so you can also compare and reflect on their weaknesses and
strengths. NB. Writing up the review must start from the very early stages of note-taking
process and it must be continued as more notes are being taken. Certainly, the reviewer can
always revise the writings as they progress in this process.

What is a good critical review article?

Ten general criteria for the reviewers to keep in mind when writing their reviews and for the journal
editors or examiners when assessing a review article:

1. Selection of an appropriate number of relevant academic literature (journal articles
and/or research reports) for the purpose of critical literature review

2. Evidence of having read the selected works thoroughly and thoughtfully

3. Identification of issues raised in the selected literature

4. Ability to summarize

5. Ability to adequately and clearly address the CRQs

6. Ability to CRITICALLY and COMPARATIVELY examine the selected literature (reflecting
on the merits and weaknesses of the authors’ views by using other perspectives and
findings)

7. Consistency and clarity of written expression

8. Ability to develop an insightful conclusion which highlights the critical points in the
review

9. Lucid writing style, correct spelling, grammar and expression

10. Proper referencing (sources are properly acknowledged inside the text and in the
bibliography)


