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eading for the Conversation
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U\K/ AT IS THE AUTHOR’S ARGUMENT? What is he or she
trying to say?” For many years, these were the first questions
we would ask our classes in a discussion of an assigned reading.
The discussion that resulted was often halting, as our students
strugeled to get a handle on the argument, but eventually, after
«ome awkward silences, the class would come up with some-
thing we could all agree was an accurate summary of the
wuthor’s main thesis. Even after we'd gotten over that hurdle,
i itill seem forced, and

For a long tim
discussions, justifyin
of assigning di
hOWEVer, s we




ng with <omething, and if so what?” “W}lat
?” (é .

that you have encountered in thisfclass f?;ﬁew?ir: Sbat m.ight
be pertinent?” The results were‘o tén ; rd g;i Niia .
that followed rended to be far livelier ian AN A
Cumber of students. We were still askmg.students to look fo,
‘he main argument, but we were now asking them to see that
argument as a responsc to some other argument that Provoked
it, gave 1t a reason for being, and helped all of us see Why we
should care about it.

What had happened, we realized, was that by changing
the opening question, we changed the way our students
approached reading, and perhaps the way they thought aboyt
academic work in general. Instead of thinking of the argy.

disagreeing or agrect
is motivating the wr

ment of a text as an isolated entity, they now thought of that

argument as one that responded to and provoked other argy-
ments. Since they were now dealing not with one argument
but at least two (the author’s areument and the onels] he or
she was responding to), they now had alternative ways of see-
ing the topic at hand. This meant that, instead of just trying

to understand the view presented by the author
b

more able to question that view |
at view intelligently and engage in
the type of discussion and debate tha ic 11 4 =
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Reading for the Conversation

suggest that v.ve all go back to the text and pay closer atten-
.on to what it actually said.

We eventually r‘ealized that the move from reading for the
quthor’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-
onts of knowledge. On some level, reading for the conversa-
rion is more rigorous and demanding than reading for what one
quthor 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 yourself think. Yet on
another level, reading this way is a lot simpler and more famil-
iar than reading for the thesis alone, since it returns writing 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

1 desk or staring at a screen, but as sitting in a crowded coftee
' ims that he or she is
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he challenges in eading for the they say” and “I Sﬁy can he |
ok since it may not be obvious whep

| hlch 1S WhiCha
ut W d when they A lC speaking fOI‘

figuring e
writers are summarizing GENSTSRs ‘ *re B ‘
-ders need to be alert for any Changes in vojce

themselves. Re | | .
‘hat a writer might make, since instead of using explicit rogd. |
“although many believe,” authors may sip. |

mapping phrases like |
ply summarize the view that they want to engage with and

indicate only subtly that it is not their own.
Consider again the opening to the selection by David

Zinczenko on p. 391.

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 hap-

pened to personal responsibility!
[ tend to sympathize with these portly fast-food patrons, though.

Maybe that’s because I used to be one of them.
—Davip Zinczenko, “Don’t Blame the Eater”

Whenever we teach this passage, some students inevitably
assume that Zinczenko must be espousing the view expressed
See Chapter 6 in his first paragraph: that suing McDonald’s is ridicu-
reading is ¢ 1allenged by their class-
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Reading for the Contve'rsation

e in the secon
paragraph CcOIN l ' d pEl.I'E-lgj['a]:')}l1l
fipst-person declaration and yges e
a

OnStraStiVe transi+:

' nsition
)

«choughs’ thereby resolving any qyes |

.
lons aboyt where he
stﬁﬂds’

{
WHEN THE “THEY SaAy” |s UNSTATED

AHOther challenge can be identifying the “they say” when it is
not exPliCidY identified. Whereas Zinczenko offers an up-front

mmary of the view he is responding to, other writers assume
that theil‘ readers are SoO familiar with these VIEWS that they
“eed not name or summarize them. In such cases, you the reader
have to reconstruct the unstated “they say” that is motivating
the text through a process of inference.

See, for instance, if you can reconstruct the position that

Tamara Draut is challenging in the opening paragraph of her
essay “The Growing College Gap.”

“The first in her family to graduate from college.” How many times

have we heard that phrase, or one like it, used to describe a success-

t1] American with a modest background? In today’s United States, a
four-year degree has become the all-but-official ticket to middle-class
security. But if your parents don’t have much money or higher edu-

increasingly treacherous. LJes
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 the “they say” here is embedded in

(or we all think) that a four-ye,,
ddle-class security ”

You might think tha
third sentence: The
degree 1is “the all-bu

and you might assum
If you read the passa

. official ticket to mi
o that Draut will go on to disagree.

ge this way, however, you would be mjs.

-2ken. Draut is not questioning whether a college degree hyg

“he ticket to middle-class security,” but whether mogt
ricket, whether college is within the

can families. You may have beep

become
Americans can obtain that

financial reach of most Ameri
chrown 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 sum-
marized, 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

challenging not those who think college is a ticket to financial

security (something she agrees with and takes for granted), but
)

Fhose who think the doors of college are open to anyone will-
gg to put forth the effort to walk through them. The view that

raut is challenging, then, is not summarized in her opening
ders :ealready so familiar with
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-hallenges your own views,
iously took for granted.

Another challenge in reading for the conversation is that writ

ors sometimes build their arguments by responding to a lack of
discussion. These writers build their case not by playing off

views that can be identified (like faith in the American Dream
or the idea that we are responsible for our body weight), but
by pointing to something others have overlooked. As the writ-
ing theorists John M. Swales and Christine B. Feak point out.

one effective way to “create a research space” and “establish a
niche” in the academic world is “by indicating a gap in . . . pre-
vious research.” Much research in the sciences and humanities
takes this “Nobody has noticed X” form.

[n such cases, the writer may be responding to scientists, for
example, who have overlooked an obscure plant that offers
insights into global warming, or to literary critics who have been
s0 busy focusing on the lead character in a play that they have
overlooked something important about the minor characters.

READING PARTICULARLY CHALLENGING TEXTS

Sometimes it is difficult to figure out the views that writers
are responding to not because these WrILErs do not identity

1 §1




«\YHAT'S MOTIVATING THIS WRITER»

those views but because their language and‘the CONCepts the,
are dealing with are particularly challenging. Consider, ¢,
stance, the first two sentences of Gender Trouble: Feminjg,
and the Subversion of Identity, a book by the feminist philggg_
pher and literary theorist Judith Butler, thought by many ¢ b
a particularly difficult academic writer.

Contemporary feminist debates over the meaning of gender legd
time and again to a certain sense of trouble, as if the indeterm;.
nacy of gender might eventually culminate in the failure of fem;.
nism. Perhaps trouble need not carry such a negative valence.,
—JupitH BUTLER, Gender Trouble.

Feminism and the Subversion of [dentity

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 not use
the first-person “I” or a phrase such as “in my own view’ to
show that the position in the second sentence is her own. Nor
does Butler offer a clear transition such as “but” or “however”

at the start of the second sentence to indicate, as Zinczenko

: (¢ . 1 ; : Riie: |
does with “though,” that in the second sentence she is ques-

tioning the argument she | the first. And
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)

close analysis reveals that the first sentence offers a way of look
OT 10Ok -

ing at @ certain type of “trouble” in the realm of feminist pol
. s that is being challenged in the second pol-

To understa'nd difficult passages of this kind, you need to
ranslate them into your own words—to build 4 bridge, in effect
hetween the passage’s unfamiliar terms and opnes mo;e familia;:
t0 you. Building such a bridge should help you connect what
you already know to what the author is saying—and will then
help you move from reading to writing, providing you with some
of the language you will need to summarize the text. One major
-hallenge in translating the author’s words into your own, how-
ever, is to stay true to what the author is actually saying, avoid-
ing what we call “the closest cliché syndrome,” in which one

nistakes a commonplace idea for an author’s more complex one

(mistaking Butler’s critique of the concept of “woman,” for
instance, for the common idea that women must have equal

rights). The work of complex writers like Butler, who frequently
challenge conventional thinking, cannot always O s

collapsed into the types of ideas most of us are already  the closest

familiar with. Therefore, when you translate, do not diché
' » —— syndrome,
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rence says that for many feminists today
e »__the inability to define the
lls the end of feminism; that

see that the first sen

«he indeterminacy ©

identity—SpP€
CC Of Sexual lde - . (¢ 99
essen . +he inability to detine gender,” presup.

ably the building block of the fe‘n'linist movement, T}eans Seri.
s “trouble” for feminist politics. In ’c’:ontrast, the second
sentence suggests that this same “trouble neéd not be thought
of in such “negative” terms, that the inability to define fep.
ininity, 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 feminist
activists can profit from. In other words, Butler suggests, high-
lighting uncertainties about masculinity and femininity can
be a powerful feminist tool.
Pulling all these inferences together, then, the opening sen-
tences can be translated as follows: “While many contempo-
rary feminists believe that uncertainty about what it means to

be a woman will undermine feminist politics, I, Judith Butler,

believe that this uncertainty can actually help strengthen fem-
inist politics.” Translating Butler’s point into our own book’s
basic move: “T ' ine

hey say that if we cannot define woman,’ fem-

inism is in big trouble. But I say that this type of trouble is pre-
cisely what feminism needs.” Despite its difficulty,

. _ then, we
Ope you agree that this initia ly intimidating passage does
make sense if you stay with it. -

0 -
' 3 i ¥ ! :* T - . #
L i 0
T g d e e v . .
' P ’ [ - g '
e - e e ] ¥ - 2
- P e s T
' . % ) e P g S o
' h % e . = N T
W P
. A o g a — < -.3’3,‘ o g AUl Bl I1 . g P i r:l.:. i 5 I Pt e e > e
E ™ : ! N ' YOy b e e S Rl S 7 L "'ru ; g3 ] L R & =
: y i - ¥ B FYNYTR Y M en :-' e S ek e s O e AT
. s [ | i R R 1 ERSET R [ B DR S i 1 g T e e N B el o
F . ] . ! B "‘_!: L - : r"!l-:' L e ! L 1 L 1 ] y i I v L S &
1 L -

: ! ol T . % ;
. T TS e N ) - g . % R B B BAYS B W Tl & i ' k - !
. e Ty T S R TN e R, AN LR TR 1T Y & X ’ﬁl 4 ~\\/ _ :
. = i o T _' Ill.llh " B iy ‘1,__‘“..‘"-..‘ = ""f’- N F e I"'- i L e, . i T et e B S T A ¥ _'l:| e :l_.: W [ [ = 1 1 | B 4
' o L P . S | iy J'l; . f " - . L ' B T "'lllr""-.;'rt'-' T . ] - . 2 ; _ ;
Ty, .-_1..!|| o " ’ E oy . i), Mgl e -, e E - ; ‘
; i }.'\- Sl f"'...'.‘."-' Caal _.‘-.- ey ) . y ) .__'_. .. et ;4:';.'_“_-.\-;___. g o _ :
; --. b f " ! X % e ] o d s _.-..||_. ..- o i 3 " 1 5 . M .-
- 3 i . o -..-_ 1:’ - .F-L L e s : " :

- - L N r
g e Bk '.' L M
S g . AT T e
e N S M
S AT
g e - [

A B . K
¥ gl | B = la . .
R s b o o ¥
; FRre}y % " TY*1 T :
3 et 4] "':'i_'a:'.-;.- :F:Ij ol PR & "fr e . K -
A AL L A L = ""." F . R o W :
: 7 e T B Fatd Sl :
] e --..‘:r.'-'vrt.l"'” T
il -:-'t‘l"l.l“l'l-" h F-I"I..-'L = =
. SRR e T L i
PR e s AN 3
| e tay A T Eas
e ,"" e e 2 4 e b

-
) "
Ly

111111



Reading for the Conw’l‘sation

ng with an author, you first haye Sl
listened t0 what he or she IS saying, hay t fa{ S—
her arguments, and can accurately Su;nmareizeutg A
ments: T suc‘h*deep’ attentive hstening, any Crigse =
make will be superficial and decidedly uncritical. 1t will l(;l: ea T:(E:

gigue that Says! IOIC about you than aboyt the writer or idea
you e supposedly responding to.

In this chapter we have tried to show that reading for the
-onversation means looking not Just for the thesis of q text in
isolation but for the view or views that motivate that thesis—

D, '
e “they say. We have also tried to show that reading for the
-onversation means being alert for the different strategies writ-

ers use to engage the view(s) that are motivating them, since
“ot all writers engage other perspectives in the same way. Some
griters 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
siew that is motivating them, assuming that readers will be able
-0 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 read-
ors to wonder whether a given view is the writer'’s own or one

that he or she is challenging. And some writers push off against
y” that is motivating them in a challenging aca-
os readers to translate what they are
s. In sum, then,

the “they sa
demic language that requir
saying into more accessible, ry
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