
A weekly look over the shoulders
of our scholar-reviewers
Geoffiey Alderman, professor of politics and
contemporary history, University of Buckingham, is
reading the late David Cesarani's Disraeli: The Novel
Politician (Yale University Press, 20 1 6).'lhis
attempted hatchet job fails to convince. Cesarani
casts doubt on Dizy's commitment to Anglo-Jewish
political emancipation but ignores key elements of
the story. His assertion that - through his novels -

Dizy made a singular contribution t0 the crafting
of what turned out to be a murderous racialised
anti-Semitic discoune is not merely fantastic but
wallows in hindsight - the historian's worst enemyl'

Peter Paul Catterall, reader in history, University
of Westminster, is reading Hermann Hesse's
The Prodigy (Peter 0wen, 2002). "This reminds
us that a state-led education system emphasising
knowledge at the expense of learning how to think
or how to apply knowledge is not a new phenom-
enon. Too many of our students arrive with the
ability to learn educated out of them.Too many
expect to continue to be spoon-fed. This is a tragedy
of sorts, though not of the kind with which Hesse's
book closes."

Peter J. Smith, reader in Renaissance literature,
Nottingham Trent University, has just finished Howard
Jacobson's Shylock ls My Name (Hogarth Shake-
speare, 2016). "Jacobson updates The Merchant of
Venlce, setting it among the spoiled rich of Cheshire.
Ihe play's Gratiano is Gratan, a pig-ignorant profes-
sional footballer in hot water for making a Nazi salute.
Simon Strulovitch is an art collector and philanthropist
whose rebellious daughter wants to marry the foot-
baller. Shylock talks Strulovitch through such questions
as anti-Semitism, paternal authority and racial resent-
ment. ln places this veers towards caricature, but at its
best, Jacobson's witty anger underlines and under-
mines the longevity and deep-rootedness of prejudicei'

Randall J. Stephens, reader in history and American
studies, Northumbria University, is reading Karl Ove
Knausgaard's Dancing in the Dark: My Struggle
Book 4 (Vintage, 2015). "Knausgaard, a 2lst-century
Proust, has written a remarkable, unflinching memoir
series. This volume chronicles the late-teen years
he spent teaching at a school in northern Noruay.
The spare prose crackles with dark humour and
brings to life the shame, embarrassment and sense
of failure that so many experience at this age."

Peter Whltewood, lecturer in history, York St John
U niversity, is readi ng John Bew's Realpolitik:
A History (Oxford Univenity Press, 2016). "The term
'realpolitik' is often misunderstood, yet it has been
central to statecraft and diplomatic history from the
19th century. Bew's readable guide to the concept
takes the reader through its contentious history,
and its critics, advocates and practitioners.This is
a well-researched account and a superb introduction
to a concept that still has relevance to today's foreign
policy questionsJ'
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Talent won't win
any competitions
It is focused and deliberate practice that leads to
greatness, not natural ability, says Philip Roscoe
Peak Secrets from lhe New Sclence
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I t seems strange to call a book
I about self-improvement Peak.
I Perhaps the publishers baulked
at Uphill Struggle, although that
would have been more fitting for
a tome in which Anders Ericsson
- the psychologist behind
Malcolm Gladwell's " 10,000-
hour rule" - and science writer
Robert Pool channel the Calvinist
spirit to insist that greatness is
possible for everyone. As long,
that is, as we work at it.'We 

must labour in the right
way. Fun is a no go. Knocking
a ball around the tennis court
with your friend will not lead to
much improvement, 10,000 hours
or not. Ericsson's primer of the
"new science of expertise" focuses
on "deliberate practice", which
breaks an activity into focused
sections, identifies weaknesses,
and works to improve them.
Learning through doing and
through rapid, useful feedback,
often from an experienced teacher,
leads to the development of ever
more complex and subtle mental
representations of the activity.'S7hether 

playing tennis or chess,
high-lumping, memorising
numbers, flying fast jets, conduct-
ing neurosurgery or composing
symphonies, such mental maps
are central to Ericsson's under-
standing of expertise.

This distillation of Ericsson's
extensive research makes intuit ive
sense in terms of the tacit know-
ledge embedded in our own
expertise-laden profession. Unfor-
tunately, his theory of learning,
thus simplified, struggles to fill
more than a few pages, and Erics-
son and Pool's mental maps for
writing have been honed on the
prosody of the lab report rather
than the more mannered reaches
of fiction. Ten thousand hours
came to mind more than once on

my own self-improving journey
through Peak.

There's another, deeper issue
about the reflexivity of an expert
writing about expertise. The book
is told in the first person, but
doesn't do justice to the real
expertise on display - that of the
psychologists themselves. Their
knowledge and ingenuity in
assembling tests, analysing data
and documenting evidence are the
back story. There are Ericsson's
own careful experiments on
number recognition, or his
colleagues' studies of London
cabbies in training, mapping the
drivers' bulging hippocampi as
they progress through the diaboli-
cal Knowledge. This is a pitS for
the most interesting thing about
expertise is the nature and content
of that expertise itself. \fhat really
makes the pilots of Top Gun, the
US Navy Fighter'Weapons School,
so very, very good? We never find
out. In pursuit of a simple formula
- that natural talent is a myth and
deliberate practice leads to
improved performance - Ericsson
and Pool replace one black box
with another.

Ericsson comes across as a
generous man, happy to corres-
pond with others about their prac-
tice and development. He shrugs
off crass interpretations of the
10.000-hour rule (hint: it's not a
rule). He insists that high achieve-
ment involves lots of hard work,
much of it in childhood. He doesn't
want to write a manifesto for Tiger
Mothers, although the raw mater-
ials are here. As we discover in the
final pages, his rebuttal of natural
talent has a democratising intent,
hoping to prevent those identified
as talentless from being marginal-
ised or excluded. Those of us
always picked last for sport - a
prerequisite for academics, surely
- must applaud him for this as we
drag ourselves, finall5 over the
finish line.

Philip Roscoe is reader in
management, university
of St Andrews.


