
would emphasize slave labor, Caribbean sugar planta-
tions, Potosı́ silver mines, and other examples of re-
source exploitation over the unique attributes of Eu-
ropean culture, but I understand Barbier’s basic point.
By contrast, economic development in the contempo-
rary era, from 1950 to present, has been characterized
by a broadening of the gap between the wealthy, in-
dustrialized countries and the rest of the world. Sadly,
we have run out of frontiers to exploit and the United
States and other industrial countries control access to
most of those remaining sources of energy and raw ma-
terials.

Barbier concludes with some valuable thoughts on
where humans might go from here. Just as the “Age of
Abundance” defined economic development in one ep-
och of human history, the “Age of Ecological Scarcity”
will define another. Barbier minces no words: “Either
we recognize the threat posed by this global scarcity
problem and adopt the necessary and sufficient condi-
tions for sustainable economic development, or we face
the growing human, environmental and economic costs
imposed by worsening ecological scarcity and global im-
balances” (p. 713). This book is an outstanding example
of why the fields of economic and environmental history
have so much to offer one another.

BRETT L. WALKER

University of Minnesota,
Twin Cities

AVNER BEN-ZAKEN. Reading H� ayy Ibn-Yaqz�a�n: A Cross-
Cultural History of Autodidacticism. Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins University Press. 2011. Pp. xiii, 191. $60.00.

Avner Ben-Zaken’s latest book is really two books in
one: a selective study of the reception history of H� ayy
Ibn-Yaqz�a�n, a speculative treatise composed in the late
twelfth century by the Andalusi philosopher Abu Bakr
Muhammad Ibn-Tufayl, and an effort to sketch out the
intellectual history of autodidacticism as it relates to
the early modern development of experimental
method. This is an extraordinary accomplishment for a
relatively slim monograph, and it is therefore unsurpris-
ing that the reception history of H� ayy offered by Ben-
Zaken is highly selective (giving short shrift to all but
one of its early modern English translations) and that
the account of autodidacticism and experimental
method is idiosyncratic. This latter aspect of the volume
is in keeping with the methodology found in Ben-Zak-
en’s recent work, Cross-Cultural Scientific Exchanges in
the Eastern Mediterranean, 1560–1660 (2010), which
surveyed the channels through which modern scientific
thought travelled throughout Europe and the Islamic
world during the period of the Scientific Revolution.
Both studies take a similarly broad, synoptic view of
connections across languages, cultures, and religious
orientations to give an overview of the complex web
that links disparate peoples across time and space.
Both, moreover, are suggestive rather than exhaustive,
opening up exciting new approaches to the study of pre-
modern intellectual history.

As Ben-Zaken rightly points out, previous studies of
H� ayy Ibn-Yaqz�a�n have tended to focus only on a single
phase of the work’s long life: the twelfth-century setting
in al-Andalus where it was composed; its transmission
in Hebrew translation and the philosophical responses
engendered by it during the later Middle Ages; its re-
ception and translation into Latin in Renaissance Flor-
ence; or its circulation in early modern England, where
in various ways it influenced politics, theology, science,
and philosophy. Ben-Zaken is the first to attempt to
weave these various contexts of creation and reception
together into a rich fabric, tracing the development of
medieval and early modern thought through the bril-
liant glow of a single thread, Ibn-Tufayl’s philosophical
treatise on the pure autodidact. Ben-Zaken’s study is
composed in four chapters (plus introduction and con-
clusion), each of which puts H� ayy Ibn-Yaqz�a�n into a par-
ticular place and time: “Marrakesh, 1160s,” “Barce-
lona, 1348,” “Florence, 1493,” and “Oxford, 1671.”
Each of these situations marks a turning point in the
history of the work: not just the individual translations
and commentaries generated by Moses Narboni, Gio-
vanni Pico della Mirandola, and Edward Pococke, but
also significant moments in the development of a theory
of knowledge that privileges experiential learning
above received wisdom, and conceives of the autodi-
dactic experience of the character H� ayy as the ultimate
test-case for this theory of knowledge.

Such an approach has limitations as well as benefits.
Perhaps the most striking limitation is that a full history
of the reception of H� ayy is effaced in favor of a more
selective account of specific, carefully chosen moments
in that reception-history. Ben-Zaken anticipates this
difficulty, however, and the bibliography that ends the
volume includes a relatively comprehensive list of ad-
aptations and translations of H� ayy, both modern and
premodern, providing a useful basis for the expansion
of this aspect of his work by future generations of schol-
ars. In addition, the intellectual history that Ben-Zaken
sketches chooses certain moments in the development
of experimental learning above others: for example, the
conclusion includes an excursus on early modern uto-
pias that highlights the famous work of Thomas More
alongside allusions to the ideal of the “noble savage” of
Jean-Jacques Rousseau; but Ben-Zaken might just as
easily have turned to the Essays of Michel de Montaigne
or Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe to illustrate a dif-
ferent strand in the history of autodidacticism that is
also deeply indebted to the world view of H� ayy Ibn-
Yaqz�a�n. This is not to say that Ben-Zaken should have
included a fuller engagement with these authors (or
others) but rather to suggest the remarkable range and
breadth potentially opened up by Ben-Zaken’s explo-
ration of the readership of H� ayy.

This book will inspire future scholars along three dif-
ferent paths. First, it encourages fuller development of
the reception-history of H� ayy Ibn-Yaqz�a�n, especially of
its many translations and adaptations; second, it opens
up new directions in the study of the wider themes of
autodidacticism and experimental learning in the early
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modern world, even beyond those probed here by Ben-
Zaken; and, finally, it illustrates a new, increasingly
popular methodology in the practice of intellectual his-
tory that moves beyond the constraints of period, na-
tional literature, religious orientation, and even schol-
arly discipline to produce a thick description of the
movement of ideas across time.

SUZANNE CONKLIN AKBARI

University of Toronto

JOSEPH A. DANE. Out of Sorts: On Typography and Print
Culture. (Material Texts.) Philadelphia: University of
Pennsylvania Press. 2011. Pp. xii, 242. $59.95.

As its title suggests, this book is a polemic by a dis-
gruntled scholar of English literature, Joseph A. Dane.
Directed against both the recent approach of book his-
tory and the older tradition of analytical bibliography,
it aims to reveal the chasm between grand narratives
about “The Book,” which Dane deems a mere abstrac-
tion or illusion, and particular histories of material
books. Attacking the notion of “print culture” as de-
veloped first by Lucien Febvre and Henri-Jean Martin
and then by Elizabeth Eisenstein, the author insists not
only that such a culture was a construction of printers
themselves, as revisionist scholars such as Adrian Johns
have asserted, but that it continues to mask the reality
of the ars artificialiter scribendi (“art of artificial writ-
ing”) as it developed beginning in the mid-fifteenth cen-
tury. For the misrepresentation of the book, Dane also
blames bibliographers, such as Thomas Frognall Dibdin
of the early nineteenth century, who, while they enabled
research by gathering the books in our collections, con-
structed a particular telos of book history from the
standpoint of the nineteenth century. Emphasizing that
we still know very little about early printed objects,
Dane’s work is a manifesto for a reinvention of ana-
lytical bibliography to uncover the history of actual
books. In his effort to demonstrate the problems with
previous assumptions about “print culture,” Dane fo-
cuses on typography. Noting that the first detailed ver-
bal account of typefounding did not appear until 1683,
he criticizes previous scholars for reading practices of
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, as depicted
for example in the Encyclopédie, backward onto the era
of the invention of the ars artificialiter scribendi, which
may have involved very different methods (p. 19).

Dane’s point about the historical contingency of the
material form of books is best exemplified in chapters
on gothic, or blackletter, type. Performing a rough ex-
periment with fonts in Microsoft Word, Dane chal-
lenges a persistent bibliographical myth that such type,
which was seen as paradoxical to the rise of humanism,
was used by fifteenth-century printers because it was
more economical of space than roman type. Instead, he
suggests, gothic type was used by early Italian printers
such as Aldus Manutius and Nicholas Jenson because
their customers were used to reading certain genres of
texts—such as law books—in that style of writing.
Moreover, with reference to the title pages of eigh-

teenth-century books, Dane insists that the very defi-
nition of “gothic” as opposed to, say, classical, is con-
nected not to genre but to period. Cautioning against
the use of such a term to describe a material element
of a book, he writes, “A critical or historical term such
as ‘gothic’ is not problematic simply because it is vague
or ambiguous. Rather, it is problematic because our
very invocation of such a term creates bodies of evi-
dence (‘gothic features of title pages’) that constitute
illusory supporting microhistories” (p. 90). The impor-
tance of careful contextualization of extratextual ele-
ments is illustrated by another chapter, on “manicules”
or fists in the margins of early folio editions of Geoffrey
Chaucer’s work in the sixteenth century. Asserting that
the original function of these fists is unclear, Dane
shows how such marginalia can nonetheless be used as
evidence for the printer’s copy used in subsequent edi-
tions of Chaucer’s work (p. 106). The importance of
attention to the original material form of a text is like-
wise demonstrated in a very different chapter, on the
digital Piers Plowman and William Blake archives. Ac-
cording to Dane, despite their intention to reproduce
unmediated editions of texts, both of these archives re-
vive the notion of editorial authority against which they
were directed. His discussion of the strengths and weak-
nesses of digital reproduction of printed texts is of sig-
nificance for public historians and librarians, as well as
humanities scholars.

Elsewhere, however, Dane descends into esoteric
quibbling with obscure bibliographers. For example, his
“Interlude” on literary critic Randall McLeod’s post-
modern analysis of two shape poems of seventeenth-
century poet George Herbert, in which he argues that
typography constrains meaning, will interest only a
handful of analytical bibliographers or literary scholars.
And it is not really apparent how chapter seven, on the
model of linear perspective in art manuals and stage
representations, fits into his main argument about the
variability of books. Moreover, Dane’s methods are of-
ten no more rigorous than the previous scholars he is
critiquing. In the chapter on perspective, for instance,
he chooses from Google Books two nineteenth-century
drawing manuals, “more or less at random,” without
concern about their representativeness. To demon-
strate his point that authors ultimately have little con-
trol over their texts, he also makes an outrageous ad-
mission that, decades ago, while employed as a typist of
term papers and moot court briefs for college students,
he frequently rewrote texts—sometimes with lewd com-
ments in the middle or at the end, to see whether any-
one would discover them. Finally, Dane’s prose is often
less than crystal clear. To take just one among many
examples, in his “Interlude” on McLeod, he writes, “In
other words, by following invalid codes set up by the
editor of a literary text, we come to a truth that is tran-
scendent of the half-truths held by those who naively
follow valid codes of that editor” (p. 96).

In the end, Dane’s collection of essays undermines
the foundations of the work of analytical bibliographers
and book historians without constructing any new in-

160 Reviews of Books

AMERICAN HISTORICAL REVIEW FEBRUARY 2012



Copyright of American Historical Review is the property of University of Chicago Press and its content may

not be copied or emailed to multiple sites or posted to a listserv without the copyright holder's express written

permission. However, users may print, download, or email articles for individual use.


