I8 THE AUTHOR’S ARGUMENT! What is he or she
?” For many years, these were the first questions we
-our classes in a discussion of an assigned reading. The
on that resulted was often halting, as our students strug-
get ahandle on the argument, but eventually, after some
silences, the class would come up with something we
agree was an accurate summary of the author’s main
n after we'd gotten over that hurdle, however, the
would often still seem forced, and would limp along
led with the question that naturally arose next:
1ad determined what the author was saying, what
ves have to say?

ne we didn’t worry much about these halting
g them to ourselves as the predictable result
 challenging readings. Several years ago
ng this book and began thinking
ing conversations, we latched
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disagreeing or agreeing with something, and Esore
is motivating the writer’s argument?” “Are %mw@w
that you have encountered in this class or m__ma%w@.@‘
be pertinent?” The results were often striking. The dis
that followed tended to be far livelier and to draw in
number of students. We were still asking students m@m
the main argument, but we were now asking them to
argument as a response to some other argument that prov
it, gave it a reason for being, and helped all of us see why s
should care about it.
What had happened, we realized, was that by ¢
the opening question, we changed the way our st
approached reading, and perhaps the way they thought abo
academic work in general. Instead of thinking of the
ment of a text as an isolated entity, they now thought ¢
argument as one that responded to and provoked other
ments. Since they were now dealing not with one arg

she was responding to), they now had alternative ways o
ing the topic at hand. This meant that, instead of just:
t0 understand the view presented by the author, th
more able to question that view intelligently and
the type of discussion and debate that is the hallmark
college education. In our discussions, animated
mwomm between students who found the author’s arg .
YIncing and others who were more convinced by

Mwwmnrmzmzmm:m. In the best of these debates, the ,
each, Wwould _um. questioned by o&on m«ﬁ&gmw
m:mS,Mw.m too simple, that both might be right
the &mozm.s»m possible. Still other s
~cussion thus far had missed the

o
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FOURTEEN WHAT'S MOTIVATING THIS WRITER>

suggest that we all go back to the text and pay closer attentiop
to what it actually said.

We eventually realized that the move from reading for he

author’s argument in isolation to reading for how the author’s
argument is in conversation with the arguments of others helps
readers become active, critical readers rather than passive recip-
ients of knowledge. On some level, reading for the conversa
tion is more rigorous and demanding than reading for what
one author says. It asks that you determine not only what the
author thinks, but how what the author thinks fits with what
others think, and ultimately with what you yourse!f think. Yet
on another level, reading this way is a lot simpler and more
familiar than reading for the thesis alone, since it returns writ-
ing to the familiar, everyday act of communicating with other
people about real issues.

DECIPHERING THE CONVERSATION

We suggest, then, that when assigned a reading, you imagine
the author not as sitting alone in an empty room hunched
over a desk or staring at a screen, but as sitting in a onoimw.m
coffee shop talking to others who are making claims that he
or she is engaging with. In other words, imagine the m:nwoﬁu as
ticipating in an ongoing, multisided conversation in which
e is trying to persuade others to agree or at least tO take
1er position seriously. i
rick in reading for the conversation is to fig :
; author is responding to and what the a:%%ﬁ
t, to put it in the terms used in this book,
say” and how the author anmﬁoﬂwm ,
es in reading for the “they say” 8%

ure out

m:@@. <
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4] say” can be figuring out which is which, since it 1
be obvious when writers are summarizing others and
they are speaking for themselves. Readers need to be &ama
any changes in voice that a writer might make, since instead
of using explicit road-mapping phrases like “although Bmaw
believe,” authors may simply summarize the view that 5%
want to engage with and indicate only subtly that it is not
their own. e
Consider again the opening to the selection by Omﬁm
Zinczenko on page 647.

#y
e
If ever there were a newspaper headline custom-made for Jay Leno’s
monologue, this was it. Kids taking on McDonald’s this week, suing
the company for making them fat. Isn’t that like middle-aged men:
suing Porsche for making them get speeding tickets? Whatever
happened to personal responsibility? riead
['tend to sympathize with these portly fast-food patrons, though.
Maybe that’s because I used to be one of them. P
Davip Zinczenko, “Don’t Blame the Eater”
Whenever we teach this passage, some students ine
wssume that Zinczenko must be espousing the view expre
his first Paragraph: that suing McDonald’s is ridiculous.
M\Mwsmﬁnr%: Hmm&.sm is challenged by their n.._&MMM?
oy udents point to the page and @? Look.
7T €re on the page. This is what N_nnugw@.
. eXact words.” The assumption these st
hat if something appears on the page,
¢ it. In fact, however, we ventriloqui
< :MM:MMM in, and may in fact @w%moawﬁ@
ki eﬁ.ﬂ e owsqw_ o_:om. that Zinczenko di
essed in his opening paragraph

&Oﬂ.n
th

Vi
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, . JRTEEN WHAT'S MOTIVATING THIS WRITER>

h, when he finally offers a first-person declaratiop and

contrastive transition, “though,” thereby resolving any
ons about where he stands.

WHEN THE “THEY SAY” IS UNSTATED

immary of the view he is responding to, other writers assume
t their readers are so familiar with these views that they need
name or summarize them. In such cases, you the reader
to reconstruct the unstated “they say” that is motivating
ext through a process of inference.

‘The Growing College Gap.”

first in her family to graduate from college.” How many times
‘heard that phrase, or one like it, used to describe a success”
erican with a modest background? In today’s United States, 2
r degree has become the all-but-official ticket to middle-class
But if your parents don’t have much money or higher edu-
their own right, the road to college—and v@obm\._oo_a
herous. Despite a sharp increase in the proportion Wm
uates going on to some form of postsecondary educa”
: c status continues to exert a powerful m:mcnSmm.o¢
pletion; in fact, gaps in enrollment by n_m,..m,m
the 1960s and 1970s, are once again 2

getting wider, even as colleg®
b aend B

e

tunes. B

&o..a._u that might be made against it. What
to,
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You might think that the “they say” here js embedded in the
third sentence: they say (or we all think) that 4 four-year %m&n
is “the all-but-official ticket to middle-clasg security,” and you
might assume that Draut will go on to disagree o
If you read the passage this way, however, you would be
mistaken. Draut is not questioning whether a college degree has
become the “ticket to middle-class security,” but whether most
Americans can obtain that ticket, whether college is within the
financial reach of most American families. You may have been
thrown off by the “but” following the statement that college
has become a prerequisite for middle-class security. However,
unlike the “though” in Zinczenko’s opening, this “but” does
not signal that Draut will be disagreeing with the view she has
just summarized, a view that in fact she takes as a given. What
Draut disagrees with is that this ticket to middle-class security
is still readily available to the middle and working classes.
Were one to imagine Draut in a room talking with others
with strong views on this topic, one would need to picture her .(
nrw:o:mmsm not those who think college is a ticket to m:% _
vecurity (something she agrees with and takes for granted), but
those who think the doors of college are open to anyone will ‘
% put forth the effort to walk through them. The view
Drayt jg challenging, then, is not summarized in her
Hwﬂmmﬂ, she assumes that readers are already st
View that it need not be stated.
mﬁwmmmmm .oxmsﬁm suggests m.w.mﬁ in texts s&% nﬁ :
ki _ummmmﬂ Immediately identified, you have to const
—>cd on the clues the text provides. You
Mg the writer’s thesis and then imagine

.

_oOmﬂ
Mep,

18 . i . : 3. o
A8ree with this view? In Draut’s

0 P
DStruce g Counterargument: it is
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ream of equal opportunity when it comes to access

Figuring out the counterargument not only reveals

otivated Draut as a writer but helps you respond to hey

as an active, critical reader. Constructing this counter.

ent can also help you recognize how Draut challenges

wn views, questioning opinions that you previously took
wted.

N THE “THEY SAY” IS ABOUT SOMETHING
~ “NOBODY HAS TALKED ABOUT”

t challenge in reading for the conversation is that writ-
etimes build their arguments by responding to a lack
cussion. These writers build their case not by playing off
 that can be identified (like faith in the American Dream
that we are responsible for our body weight), but by
 to something others have overlooked. As the writing
John M. Swales and Christine B. Feak point out, one
way to “create a research space” and “establish a niche”
cademic world is “by indicating a gap in . . . previous
Auch research in the sciences and humanities takes
y has noticed X” form.

es, the writer may be responding to scientist
‘who have overlooked an obscure plant that offers

Reading for the Conversation

those views but because their language and the cop
are dealing with are particularly challenging. Co
instance, the first two sentences of Gender Trouble: Fe;

and the Subversion of Identity, a book by the feminist philos !
and literary theorist Judith Butler, thought by many to
particularly difficult academic writer. i

e

Contemporary feminist debates over the meaning of gender lead
time and again to a certain sense of trouble, as if the indeterminacy’
of gender might eventually culminate in the failure of feminism.
Perhaps trouble need not carry such a negative valence. |
Jupith ButLERr, Gender Trouble:

Feminism and the Subversion of Eﬁﬁw

.-
Jahen

SV
There are many reasons readers may stumble over this relatively
short passage, not the least of which is that Butler does not
explicitly indicate where her own view begins and the view
she is responding to ends. Unlike Zinczenko, Butler does no
use the first-person “I” or a phrase such as “in my own Vi€
show that the position in the second sentence is her ov
does Butler offer a clear transition such as “but” or “howe
the start of the second sentence to indicate, as Zin .
With “though,” that in the second sentence she is qu€
the argument she has summarized in the first. And |
Many academic writers, Butler uses abstract, ch:
Mrmﬂ many readers may need to look up, like
hﬂ%ﬂﬁm in the present), ..wbmmnmﬁbw_&nﬂm :
o mMM e to n_.mmbo or Eﬂ down), “culr
toughl, 4 bmmmﬂzo <m_ma.nm .Am. term, gmm

lenoting “negative significanc
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we can imagine many readers feeling intimidageg
ey reach the third sentence of Butler’s book.

readers who break down this passage into its essential
will find that it is actually a lucid piece of writing that
yems to the classic “they say / I say” pattern. Though it can
ficult to spot the clashing arguments in the two sentences,
analysis reveals that the first sentence offers a way of
looking at a certain type of “trouble” in the realm of feminist
- politics that is being challenged in the second.
 Tounderstand difficult passages of this kind, you need to
translate them into your own words—to build a bridge,
, in effect, between the passage’s unfamiliar terms and
ones more familiar to you. Building such a bridge should help
“you connect what you already know to what the author is say-
ing—and will then help you move from reading to writing,

rds into your own, however, is to stay true to what the author
s actually saying, avoiding what we call “the closest cliché
ndrome,” in which one mistakes a commonplace idea for an
10r’s more complex one (mistaking Butler’s critique of the
c cept of “woman,” for instance, for the common idea Hr.mﬁ
women must have equal rights). The work of complex writ-
like Butler, who frequently challenge conventional
inking, cannot always be collapsed into the types of
most of us are already familiar with. Therefore,
nslate, do not try to fit the ideas of such writers
ting beliefs, but instead allow your ownt imiw
. In building a bridge to the writers you reac ‘,,
to meet those writers more than Tm_ﬂgﬁmﬂ
r's opening say? Translating @cm\
c are easier to understa

Reading for the Conversation ‘i

see that the first sentence says that for many fer
«the indeterminacy of gender’—the inability to
essence of sexual identity—spells the end of femin
for many feminists the inability to define “gender,” pres
the building block of the feminist movement, means : _
«trouble” for feminist politics. In contrast, the mmog.mﬂ
tence suggests that this same “trouble” need not be thougl
in such “negative” terms, that the inability to define mﬁg
ity, or “gender trouble” as Butler calls it in her book’s title,
may not be such a bad thing—and, as she goes on to argue
in the pages that follow, may even be something that femi-
nist activists can profit from. In other words, Butler suggests,
highlighting uncertainties about masculinity and femininity
can be a powerful feminist tool.

Pulling al! these inferences together, then, the opening
tences can be translated as follows: “While many contem
rary feminists believe that uncertainty about what it me
be a woman will undermine feminist politics, I, Judith
believe that this uncertainty can actually help strengthen fer
nist politics.” Translating Butler’s point into our own bo )
wwﬂo move: “They say that if we cannot define ‘woman,’ f
Nsm is in big trouble. But I say that this type of trov
Precisely what feminism needs.” Despite its difficulty
we hope yoy agree that this initially intimidating pas
make sense if you stay with it.

We hope it is clear that critical reading is a two-
It is juse as much about being open to the way |
‘an challen b nsform you, as |
acmmaos. ge you, J&Q e m<m¢ tra :
b Eﬁ_sm those writers. And if you ﬁm%
fe O your own words as you Rﬁr

X! t0 take you outside the ideas that ¥
0 introdyce ey
you to new terms and coI
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you first have to show that yoy
‘ Mve rea‘ﬂy listened fo What he or She i.S SaYing’ have ﬁllly
have - her arguments, and can accurately summarize

Without such deep, attentive listening, any
Il be superficial and decidedly uncritical,

sreeing with an quthor,

grasped his 0
those arguments.

critique you make wi
¢ will be a critique that says mOre about you than about the

writer or idea you're supposedly responding to.

In this chapter we have cried to show that reading for the
conversation means looking not just for the thesis of a text in
isolation but for the view or views that motivate that thesis—
the “they say.” We have also tried to show that reading for
the conversation means being alert for the different strategies
writers use to engage the view(s) that are motivating them,

since not all writers engage other perspectives in the same way.
Some writers explicitly identify and summarize a view they are
responding to at the outset of their text and then return to it
| frequently as their text unfolds. Some refer only obliquely to
a view that is motivating them, assuming that readers will be
able to reconstruct that view on their own. Other writers may
not explicitly distinguish their own view from the views they
are questioning in ways that all of us find clear, leaving some
readers to wonder whether a given view is the writer’s own Of
one that he or she is challenging. And some writers push off
'flgaimt the “they say” that is motivating them in a challeng-
tu}llg academi'c language that requires readers to translate what
th:i,ifoiagﬁrfl;;tsexsre’ acces.sible, everyday terms. In 'Sol;f;"
- ;Slt‘i’le ch‘llters c.lo follow a co?versa;t;ay&
B i ons i reacier e.y }i) so in a great variety Od g
various strategies for detects. i tdepnsedio bc'a ’ they
i ing the conversations in what

ead, even : ;
i when those conversations are not self-evident

hﬁi‘,‘tu §1
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