“SKEPTICS MAY OBJECT"

should no longer face criminal sanctions. We must shift our entire

approach to drug abuse from rhe criminal justice system to the
public health system. Congress shouyld appoint

an independent
commission to study

the harm-reduction policies thar have been
adopted in Switzerland, Spain, Portugal, and the Netherlands, The
commission should recommend policies for the United States b
01 one important criterion: whar works,

In a nation where ph

ased

armaceutical companies advertise powerful
antidepressants on billboards and where alcohol companies run amus-
ing beer ads during the Super Bow!, the ide
is absurd. Like the rest of American society, our drug policy would
greatly benefit from Jess punishment and mo

a of a “drug-free society”

e compassion.
Eric: ScHiosser, “A People’s Democraric Platform”

- Look over something you've written thar m

akes an argu-
ment. Check to see if you'y

¢ anticipated and responded to
any objections. If not, revise your text to do so. If so, have

you anticipated all the likely objections? Who if anyone
have you attributed the objections to? Have you represenred
the objections fairly? Have you answered them well enough,
or do you think you now need to qualify your own argu-
ment! Could you use any of the language suggested in this
chapter? Does the introduction of Anaysayer strengthen your
arguraent? Why, or why nor?
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“SO WHAT? WHO CARES?”

some belief that needs to be corrected or updated
their arguments have fmportant, real-world consequences. Yet
many academics fail to identify these reasons and consequences
explicitly in what they say and write. Rather than assume that
audiences will know why their claims matter, all writers need
to answer the “so what?” and “who cares?” questions up front.
Not everyone can claim to have a cure for cancer or a solution
to end poverty. But writers who fail to show that others should
care or already do care about their clajms will wltimately lose
their audiences’ interest.

This chapter focuses on various moves that you can make to
answer the “who cares?” and “so whar?' questions i your own
writing. In one sense, the two questions get at the same thing: the
relevance or importance of whar youare saying, Yet they get at this
significance in different ways. Whereas “who cares? literally asks
you to identify a person or group who cares about your claims, “so
what?” asks about the real-world applications and consequences of
those claims—what difference it would make if they were accepred.
We'll look first at ways of making clear who cares,

“WHO CARES?”

To see how one writer answers the “who cares? question,
consider the following passage from the science writer Denise
Grady. Writing in the New York Times, she explains some of
the latest research into far cells.

Scientists used to think bady fat and the cells it was made of
were pretty much inert, just an oily sterage compartment. But
within the past decade research has shown that fat cells ace like

<

chemical factories and that body fat is potent stuff: a highly active

92

and because

Saying Why It Matters

tissue that secretes hormones and other substances with profound
and sometimes harmful effects, . .. f .
i ists have be calling fat an “endocrine
[n recent years, hiologists have begun calling fat 2 s
. - _— i
organ,” comparing it to glands like the thyroid and pituitary, w
an,” co .
alse release hormones straight into the bloodstream. )
Denise Grany, “The Secrer Life of a Potent Cell

Notice how Grady’s wriring reflects the central a(le'lce ;;w;
give in this book, offering a clear claim and als.o fram%n? t :’
claim as a response to what someone else has said. Iliﬁ ;0 C Otl?i:é
Grady immediately identifies at least one gr(‘),uF with as {ﬂ:”.
in th'e new research that sees fat as “a?tlve‘, p{)ﬁﬂé Tl]\,ed.
namely, the scientific community, which forﬁz%er 3 ‘eéiqdy
that body fat is inert. By referring to Fhese S(J;I,Hi,stb:er C;W
implicitly acknowledges that her text is part ‘o a .dr?]regt- -
versation and shows who besides herself has an interes

‘hat she says. ‘
) hg;twti?(lcr?] however, how the passage would.read had f]r:ig
left out what “scientists used to think” and simply explai

the new findings in isolation.

Within the past few decades research has shown that fat Cc}ll.hr}a?
like chemical factories and that body fat is potent stuf‘f: Ia “%;ni
active tissue that secretes hormones and other suhs.tanwa. n:(ﬂ_
years, hiclogists have begun calling fat an “’endocrm.e Erglnz,rtcl:;r:e
paring it to glands like the thyroid and picuitary, which alsc as

i intc > hloodstream.
hormones straight into the bloodseres

Though this statement is clear and easy to follow, it ia;;k;;:ﬁz
indication that anvene needs to hear it Okay:", on; nmcig e
reading this passage, fat is an active,, potent thing. dOl.lI"l ‘l.nporle
sible enough; no reason to think it's not true. But does any

i < wsted?
really care? Who, if anyone, is interested?
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“S0O WHAT? WHO CARES?"
TEMPLATES FOR INDICATING WHO CARES

To address

in refuting earlier thinking.
*» Po i g

Parents used to think spankin was necessary. But recently
or withi suggest
[or within the past few decades] experts suggest that it can b
counterproductive, -

This interpretation cha
llenges the work of th iti
ose ¢
long assumed that __ s o have

These findings chall
enge the work of earlier n
es
tended to assume that Foreners, whe

Recent studies like these shed new light on
previous studies had not addressed

) _,» which

G o lyn A Cl?eelll[l ne ex 11Cll]) Writing t V\fl cares!
rac }lgl 1L h v C p i ¥ L g he 9] T
qilesthll d e tl n er rext S Ir (& ] ow Y tery [? (

C y O h , dS | h f‘G 1 lng 2 ate

» B
ut who really cares? Who besides me and a handful of recent

reseq i
rchers has a stake in these claims? At the very [east, the

researchers who formerly believed should
. _ care,

To gai i
o gain greater authority as a writer, it can help to name spe
cific ‘ ’
: peaple or groups who have a stake in your claims and t
go into some detail about their views ’

* Researchers have long assumed that
one eminent scholar of cell biology

. For instance,

__, ussumed

n her ninal wWo
f semi rk on cell structures and functions,
S |

that fat cells __ . As - herself put it, « ”

{2012). Another leading scientist, argued th t;_t
o, at fo
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- . m el .
Lo addres who cares?” questions in your own writing, we
» q i '
ggest using templates like the following, which echo Grady

Saying Why It Matters
cells*__ _"{20M) Ultimately, when it come to the nature
of fat, the basic assumption was thet .

But a new body of research shows that fat cells are far more

complexandthat .

[n other cases, you might refer to certain people or groups who

showld care about your claims.

» If sports enthusiasts stopped to think about it, many of them
might simply assume that the most successful athletes

. However, new researchshows

» These findings challenge neoliberals’ common assumption

thet .

» At first glance, teenagers mightsay . .+ But on closer

inspection __________-

wering the “who cares!” question
t between what others
this book. Ultimately,

As these temnplates suggest, ans
involves establishing the type of contras
say and what you say that is central to
such templates help you create a drama
views in your writing that readers will fee

tic tension or clash of
i invested in and want

to see resotved.

“50 WHAT?”
Although answering the “who cares?” question is crucial, in
many cases it is not enough, especially if you are writing for
general readers who don’t necessarily have a strong investment
in the particular clash of views you are setting up- In the case of
Grady’s argument about fat cells, such readers may still wonder
why it matters that some researchers think fat cells are active,
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“SO WHAT? WHO CARES?”

while others think they’re inert. Or, to move to a different field
of study, American literature, so what if some scholars disagree
about Huck Finn's relationship with the runaway slave Jim
in Mark Twain’s Adventures of Huckleberry Finn? Why should
anyone besides a few specialists in the field care abour such
disputes? What, if anything, hinges on them?

The best way to answer such questions about the larger con-
sequences of your claims is to appeal to something that your
audience already figures to care abour, Whereas the “who cares?”
question asks you to identify an interested person or group, the
“so what?” question asks you to link your argument to some farger
marter that readers already deem important. Thus in analyzing
Hluckieberry Finn, a writer could argue that seemingly narrow
disputes about the hero's refationship with Jim actually shed light
on whether Twain's canonical, widely read novel is a critique of
racism in America or is itself marred by it.

Let’s see how Grady invokes such broad, general concerns
in her article on fat cells. Her first move is to link researchers’
interest in far cells to a general concern with obesity and health.,

Researchers trying to decipher the biology of fat cells hope to find
new ways to help people get rid of excess fat or, at least, prevent
obesity from destroying their health. [t an increasingly obese world,

their efforts have raken on added imporrance.

Further showing why readers should care, Grady's next move
is to demonstrate the even broader relevance and vrgency of
her subject matter.

Intemationally, more than a billion people are overweight. Obesity
and two ilinesses linked ro it, heare disease and high blood pressure,
are on the World Health Organization’s list of the top 10 giobal health

risks. in the United States, 65 percent of adults weigh too much,
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What Grady implicitly says here is “Look, d
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compared with about 56 percent a decade ago, and povernment

researchers blame obesity for ar least 300,000 deaths a year.

ear reader, you may
about the nature of fat cells Pve been
ith everyday lite. In fact, however,
particularly in our

think rhat these questions
pursuing have little to dow
these guestions are extremely important ‘
d' in which we need to prevent obesity

Yincreasingly obese worl
from destroying out health.”

Notice rhat Grady's phrase “inan increasingly _. — !
can be adapted as a strategic move o address the “so what!

1 other fields as well. For example, a saciologist ana-
years might

world”

question i ‘
lyzing back-to-nature movements of the past thirty

make the following statement.

i i in ;e + and sophisticated
In a world increasingly dominated by cell phone P

5 o ature appear
computey technologies, these artempts to return 0 O ature app

furile.

pplied to other disciplines

i ‘e can be readily a
This tvpe of move can be readily '
. lines may differ from one

because no matter how much discip !
Justi i 3 ns
anothes, the need to justify the importance of one's concer

is common to them all.

TEMPLATES FOR ESTABLISHING
WHY YOUR CLAIMS MATTER
v Huckteberry Finn mattersfis important because it is one of the

most Mdﬂmgugu.mvgt§ﬂ@gﬂme_ﬁcgucﬂmtéu_,f-
» Although X may seem triviat, it is in foct crucial interms oftoday's

concernover
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“SO WHAT? WHO CARES?”

»  Ultimately, what is at stake here is

These findings have important implications for the broader
domain of

. .
If we are right about 5 , then major consequences fol-

low for __

These conclusions/This discovery will have significant applica-

tions in _ . aswell as in

Finally, you can : ¢ “ i
¥, fn also treat the “so what?” question as a related
aspect of the “who cares?” question.

Although X may seem of concern to only a small group

of » it should in fact concern anyone who cares

All these templates help you hook your readers. By suggesting
the real-world applications of your claims, the templates not only
demonstrate that others care about your claims but also tell your
readers why they should care. Again, it bears repeating that simp!
stating and proving your thesis isn’t enough. You also need tz
frame it in a way thar helps readers care about it.

WHAT ABOUT READERS WHO ALREADY
KNOW WHY IT MATTERS?

fxt this poi?t, you might wonder if you need to answer the

who cares?” and “so what?” questions in everything you write
‘ls it really necessary to address these questions if you're propos:
ing something so obviously consequential as, say, a treatment
for autism or a program to eliminate illiteracy? ksn't it obvious
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that everyone cares about such problems? Does it really need
to be spelled out? And what about when you're writing for
audiences who you know are already interested in your claims
and who understand perfectly well why they're importanc? In
other words, do you always need ro address the “so what?" and
“who cares!” questions?

As a rule, yes—although ir’s true that you can't keep
answering them forever and at a certain point must say enough
is enough. Although a determined skeptic can infinitely ask why
something matters— " Why should { care about earning a salary?
And why should T care about supporting a farnily " —you have
to stop answering at some point in your ext. Nevertheless, we
urge you to go as far as possible in answering such questions.
If you take it for granted that readers will somehow intuit the
answets to “so what?” and “who cares?” on their own, you may
make your work seern less interesting than it actually is, and
gou run the risk that readers will dismiss youe text as irrelevant
and unimportant, By consrast, when you are careful to explain
who cares and why, it’s a little like bringing a cheerleading
squad into your text. And though some expert readets might
already know why your claims matter, even they need to be
reminded. Thus the safest move is to be as explicit as possible
in answering the “so what?” question, even for those already
i the know. When you step back from the text and explain
why it matters, you are urging your audience to keep reading,

pay attengion, and care.

Exercises

1. Find several texts {scholarly essays, newspaper articles,
emails, memoas, blogs, etc.) and see whether they answer
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“SO WHAT? WHO CARES?"

TS T o »
the “so what?” and “whe cares!” questions, Probably some do
. - * N 7 - '
some don’t. What difference does it make whether they do

or do not? How do the authors who answer these questions
do so! Do they use any strategies or techniques that you
could horrow for your own writing! Are there any strategiés
or techniques recommended in this chapter, or that you've

found or developed on your own, that you'd recommend to
these authors?

“AS A RESULT”

Connecting the Parts
%

2. Le er somethi i
ook over something you've written yoursetf. Do you indi-
. [ g 21 .
cate “so what!” and “whao cares?” If not, revise vour text to

do so. You might use the following template to get started

My point here (that ) should int WE oONCE HAD A sTUDENT named Bill, whose characteristic
e U nLeres . » i

t those who sentence pattern went something like this.

Spot is a good dog. He has fleas.

“Connect your sentences,” we urged in the margins of Bill's
papers. “What does Spot being good have to do with his fleas?”
“These two statements seem unrelated. Can you connect them
in some logical way?" When comments like these vielded no

results, we tried inking in suggested connections for him.

Spot is a good dog, but he has fleas.
Spot is 2 good dog, even though he has fleas.

But our message failed to get across, and Bill’s disconnected
sentence pattern persisted to the end of the semester.

And vet Bill did focus well on his subjects. When he men-
tioned Spot the dog (or Plato, or any other topic) in one sen-
tence, we could count on Spot (or Plato) being the topic of
the following senrence as well, This was not the case with
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B “AS A RESULT"

some of Bill’s classmates, who sometimes changed topic from
sentence to sentence or even from clause to clause within a
single sentence. But because Bill neglected to mark his con-
nections, his writing was as frustrating to read as theirs. In all
these cases, we had to struggle to figure out on our own how
the sentences and paragraphs connected or failed to connect
with one another.

What makes such writers so hard to read, in other words,
is thar they never gesture back to what they have just said or
forward to what they plan to say. “Never look hack” might be
their motto, almost as if they see writing as a process of think-
ing of something to say about a topic and writing it down, then
thinking of something else to say about the topic and writing
thar down, too, and on and on until they've filled the assigned
number of pages and can hand the paper in. Each sentence
basically starts a new thought, rather than growing out of or
extending the thought of the previous sentence.

When Bill talked about his writing habits, he acknowl-
edged that he never went back and read what he had writren.
Indeed, he told us that, other than using his computer sofrware
to check for spelling errors and make sure that his tenses were
all aligned, he never actually reread what he wrote before rurn-
ing it in. As Bill seemed to picture it, writing was something one
did while sitting at a computer, whereas reading was a separate
activity generally reserved for an easy chair, book in hand. It
had never occurred to Bill that ro write a good sentence he had
to think about how it connected to those that came before and
after; that he had to think hard about how that sentence fit
into the sentences thar surrounded it. Fach sentence for Bill
existed in a sort of tunnel isolated from every other sentence

on the page. He never bothered to fit all the parts of his essay

Connecting the Parts

topether because he apparently thought of writini as z]; H-lleg»ter
of piling up information or observatmns- rathfer than bui hmg
a sustained arpument. What we suggest in .thls chaptfat, t En,
is that you converse not only with orhers in your writing but
with yourself: that you establish clear relations between one
statement and the next by connecting those stat.ements.11 .
This chapter addresses the issue of ho-w to conn.e;t a : the
parts of your writing. The best compositions ésFabhs a sense
of momentum and direction by making exlf)h?tt connections
among their different parts, so that what is said in or&e .sen::;e
(or paragraph) both sets up what is tc.w come and is ¢ i;e Z
informed by what has already been said. When ’you.wcll“ c2
sentence, you create an expectation in the reader’s rm'n t a
the next sentence will in some way echo and extend it, cAver;
if—especially if—that next sentence takes your argument in
irection. A
ne‘;}t (jrll;ifchelp to think of each sentence you write as having af’fns
that reach backward and forward, as the f.xgure belou;ﬂsp}g\gc?ts’.
When your sentences reach outward like this, th‘ey establis c(;ms
nections that help your writing flow smoothly in a w?yi rea a(;rd
appreciate. Conversely, when writing lacks such conne(;misgver
moves in fits and starts, readers repeatedly have 59 go asr
the sentences and guess at the connections on their own. o{p{rf‘:-
vent such disconnection and make your writing flow, we advise

vy
your SENTENCE =
Panmars ~ apsmtm R i sk
L:?;f S%E%cé
SeNTENCE
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following a “do-it-yourself” principle, which means that it is your
job as a writer ro do the hard work of making the connections
rather than, as Bill did, leaving this work to your readers.

This chapter offers several strategies you can use ro put this
principle into action: (1) using transition terms (like “there-
fore™ and “as a result”); (2) adding peinting words (like “this”
or “such”); {3) developing a set of key rerms and phrases for
each text you write; and (4) repeating yourself, but with a
difference--a move that involves repeating what you’ve said,
but with enough variation to avoid being redundant. All these
moves require that you always look back and, in crafting any
one sentence, think hard about those that precede it.

Notice how we ourselves have used such connecting devices
thus far in this chapter. The second paragraph of this chapter;
tor example, opens with the transitional “And yet,” signaling
a change in direction, while the opening sentence of the third
inchudes the phrase “in other words,” tefling you to expect a
restatement of a point we've just made. If you look through this
book, you should be able to find many sentences that contain
some word or phrase that explicitly hooks them back to some-
thing said earlier, to something about to be satd, or hoth. And
many sentences in this chapter repeat key terms related to the
idea of connection: “connect,” “disconnect,” “link,” “relare,”
“forward,” and “hackward.”

USE TRANSITIONS

For readers to follow your train of thought, vou need not only
o connect your sentences and paragraphs to each other, but
also to mark the kind of connection you ate making. One of
the easiest wags to make this move is to use transitons {from
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the Latin oot rans, “across”), which help you cross from one
point to another i your text. Transitions are usually placed
at or near the stars of sentences so they can s.lgna-i to read‘e‘rs
where your text is going: in the same dtre{c}tmn it hab_.b_un
moving, or in a new direction. More spec1f1c.ally, tmmlt‘zons
rell readers whether your text is echoing a prfivmus ..senutbenr.: dor
saragraph (“in other words”), adding somethmg”tu it {“in l’lL 1;
tion”), offering an example of it (*for example 2, generalizing
from it (“as a result”), or modifying it (“and yet.}:

The following is a list of commonly used transitions, catego-
rized according to their different functions.

ADDITION
also in fact
and indeed
besides moreover
furthermaore 50 100
in addition
ELABORATION
actually to put it another way
by extension to put it bluntly
in other words to pul it succinctly
in short ultimately
that is
EXAMPLE
after all for instance
as an illustration specifically _ ,
consider to take a case in pomnt
for example



accordingly
as a result
consequently
hence

since

COMPARISCN

along the same lines
in the same way

CONTRAST

although
but

by contrast
conversely
despite
even though
however

in contrast

CONCESSICON

admittedly
although it is true
granted

CONCLUSION

as a result
consequently
hence

in conclusion
in short

CAUSE AND EFFECT

"AS A RESULT"
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then
therefore
thus

likewise

similarly

nevertheless
nonetheless

on the contrary
on the other hand
regardless
whereas

while vet

naturally -
of course
to be sure

in sum
therefore
thus

to sum up

Lo summarize
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tdeally, transitions should operate so unobtrusively in a ptece
of writing that they recede into the background and readers
do not even notice that they are there. [t's a bit like what
tappens when drivers use their turn signals before turning
right or left: just as other drivers recognize such signals almost
unconsciously, readers should process transition terms with
+ minimum of thought. But even though such terms should
function wnobtrusively in your writing, they can be among the
most powerful tools in your vocabulary. Think how your heart
sinks when someone, immediately after praising you, begins a
centence with “but” or “however.” No matter what follows, you
know it won’t be good.

Notice that some transitions can help you not only to move
from one sentence to another, but to combine two ot more sen-
tences into one. Combining sentences in this way helps prevent
the choppy, staccato effect that arises when too many short sen-
tences are strung together, one after the other. For instance, to
combine Bill’s two choppy sentences (“Spot is a good dog. He
has fleas.”) into one, better-flowing sentence, we suggested that
he rewrite them as “Spot is a good dog, even though he has fleas.”

Transitions like these not only guide readers through the
rwists and turns of your argument but also help ensure that you
have an argument in the first place. In fact, we think of words
like “but,” “yet,” “nevertheless,” “hesides,” and others as argu-
ment words, since it's hard to use them without making some
kind of argument. The word “therefore,” for instance, cornmits
you to making sure that the claims preceding it lead logically to
the conclusion that it introduces. “For example” also assumes an
argument, since it requires the material you are introducing to
stand as an instance or proof of some preceding genetalization.
As a result, the more you use transitions, the more you'll be able
not only to connect the parts of your text but also to construct
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a strong argument in the first place. And if you draw on them
frequently enough, using them should eventually become sec-
ond nature.

To be sure, it is possible to overuse rransitions, so take time to
read over your deafts carefislly and eliminate any transitions that
are unnecessary. But following the maxim that you need to learn
the basic moves of argument before you can delikerately depart
from them, we advise you not to forgo explicit transition terms
until you've first mastered their use. In all our vears of teaching,
we've read countless essays that suffered from having few or nc(‘)
transitions, but cannot recall one in which the r.rans-itions were
overused. Seasoned writers sometimes omit explicit transitions
but orly because they rely heavily on the other types of connectj
ing devices that we turn to in the rest of this chapter,

Before doing so, however, let us warn you about inserting
transitions without really thinking through their meanings—

3l

using “therefore,” say, when your text’s logic actually requires
“revertheless” or “however.” So beware. Choosing transition
terms should involve a bit of mental sweat, since the whole
point of using them is to make your writing more reader-friendly,
not less. The only thing more frustrating than reading Bill-style
passages like “Spot is a good dog. He has fleas” is reading mis-
connected sentences like “Spot is a good dog. For example, he
has fleas.” “

USE POINTING WORDS

Ano conne ; i i

‘ tber way to connect the parts of your argument is by using

pointing words—which, as their name implies, point or refer

backward to sote concept inn the previous sentence. The most

common of these pointing words include “chis,” “these,” “that,”
L} £
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“those,” “their,” and “such” (as in “these pointing words” near
the start of this sentence) and simple pronouns like “his,” “he,”
“her,” “she,” “it,” and “their.” Such terms help you create the
flow we spoke of eatlier that enables readers to move effortlessly
through your text, In a sense, these terms are like an invisible
hand reaching out of your sentence, grabbing what’s needed in
the previous sentences and pulling it along.

Like transitions, however, pointing words need to be used
carefully. 1rs dangerously easy to insert pointing words into
your text that don’t refer to a clearty defined object, assuming
that because the object you have in mind is clear to you it will
also be clear to your readers. For example, consider the use of

“this” in the following passage.

Alexis de Tocquevitle was highly critical of dernocratic societ-
ies, which he saw as tending coward mob rute. At the same time,
he accarded democratic societies grudging respect. This is seen in

Tocqueville's statement that . ..

When “this” is used in such a way it becomes an ambiguous ot
free-floating pointer, since readers can’t rell if it refers to Tocgue-
ville’s critical attitude toward democraric societies, his grudging
respect for them, or some combination of bath. “This what?”
readers mutter as they go back over such passages and try to
figure them out. It’s also tempring to try to cheat with pointing
words, hoping that they will conceal or make up for conceptual
confusions that may lurk in your argument. By referring to a
fuzzy idea as “this” or “that,” you might hope the fuziness will
somehow come across as clearer than it is.

You can fix problems caused by a free-floating pointer by
making sure there is one and only one possible object in the
vicinity that the pointer could be referring to. [t also often helps
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to name the object the pointer is referring to at the same time
that you point to it, replacing the bald “this” in the example
above with a more precise phrase like “this ambivalence toward
democratic societies” or “this grudging respect.”

REPEAT KEY TERMS AND PHRASES

A third serategy for connecting the parts of your argument is
to develop a constellation of key terms and phrases, including
their synonyms and antonyms, that vou repeat throughout your
text. When used effectively, your key terms should be items
that readers could extract from your text in order to get a solid
sense of your topic. Playing with key terms also can be a good
way to come up with a title and appropriate section headings
for your text.

Notice how often Martin Luther King Jr. uses the key words

” 4 LT

“criticism,” “statement,” “answer,” and “correspondence” in the

opening paragraph of his famous “Letter from Birmingham Jail.”

Dear Fellow Clergymen:

While confined here in the Birmingham city jail, I came across
your recent statement calling my present activities “unwise and
untimely.” Seldom do [ pause to answer criticism of my work and
ideas. If [ sought to answer all the criticisms that cross my desk,
my secretaries wauld have little rime for anything other than such
correspondence in the course of the day, and | would have no time
for constractive work. Burt since [ feel that you are men of genuine
good will and thar your criticisms are sincerely set forth, T want to
try to answer your statement in what 1 hope will be patient and
reasonable terms.

Marrinv LuTrer KING Jr., “Letter from Birmingham Jail”
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Even though King uses the terms “criticism” and “answer” three-
times each and “statement” twice, the effect is not overly repeti-
tive. In fact, these key terms help build a sense of momentum
in the paragraph and bind it together. .

For another example of the effective use of key terms, con-
sider the following passage, in which the historian Susan Doug-
las develops a constellation aof sharply contrasting key terms
around the concept of “cultural schizophrenics”™ women like
herself who, Douglas claims, have mixed feelings about the
images of ideal femininity with which they are constantly bom-
barded hy the media.

In a variety of ways, the mass media helped make us the cultural
schizophrenics we are today, women who rebel against yet submit
to prevailing images abour what a desirable, worthwhile woman
should be. . . . [T]he mass media has engendered in many women a
kind of cultural identity crisis. We are ambivalent toward feminin-
ity on the one hand and feminism on the other. Pulled in opposite
directions—told we were equal, vet told we were subordinate; old
we could change history but told we were trapped by history—we
got the bends ar an early age, and we've never gotten rid of them.
When | open Vogue, for example, | am simultaneously infu-
riated and seduced. . . . 1 adore the materialism; [ despise the
materialism. . . . I want to lock beautiful; T think wanting to look
beautiful is about the most dumb-ass goal you could have. The
magazine stokes my desire; the magazine triggers my bile. And this
doesn’t only happen when I'm reading Vogue; it happens all the
time. . . . On the one hand, on the other hand—that's not just
me-—that’s what it means to be a woman in America.
To explain this schizophrenia . . .
Susan DoucLas, Where the Girls Are:
Growing Up Female with the Mass Media
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crisis,” “ambivalent,” ©

through a series of contrasting words and phrases:

rebel against / submit
told we were equal / told we were subordinate

told we could change history / told we were trapped hy history
infuriated / seduced

[ adore / I despise
['want /I think wanting . . . is about the most dumb-ass goal
stokes my desire [ triggers my bile

on the one hand / on the other hand

These contrasting phrases help flesh out Douglas’s claim that

u;omen are being pulled in two directions at once. In so doing

e g : ’

they bind the passage together into a unified whole thar despite
, des

its complexity and sophisticarion, stays focused aver its entire
length.

REPEAT YOURSELF—BUT WITH A DIFFERENCE

The last technique we offer for connecting the parts of your
text involves repeating yourself, but with a difference—which
basically means saying the same thing you've just said, but in
a‘s[ightly different way that avoids sounding monoton;us To
effectively connect the parts of your areument and keep it n‘mv‘
:mg forward, be careful not to leap from one idea to a different
idea or introduce new ideas cold. Instead, try to build bridges
between your ideas by echoing what you've just said while
simultanecusly moving your text into new territory.

12

In chis passage sstabli i
passage, Douglas establishes “schizophrenia” as a key
concept and then echoes it through synonyms like “tdentity

2ty fo "
the bends"—and even demonstrates it

" Connecting the Parts

Several of the connecting devices discussed in this chapter
are ways of repeating yourself in this special way. Key terms,
pointing terms, and even many transitions can be used in a
way that nat only brings something forward from the previous
sentence but in some way alters it. When Douglas, for instance,
uses the key term “ambivalent” to echo her earlier reference
to schizophrenics, she is repeating herself with a difference—
repeating the same concept, but with a different word that adds
new associations.

In addition, when you use transition phrases like “in other
words” and “to put it another way,” you repeat yourself with a
difference, since these phrases help yourestare earlier claims but
in a different register. When you open a sentence with “in other
words,” vou are basicalty teiling your readers that in case they
didn't fully understand what you meant in the last sentence,
you are now COming at it again from a slightly different angle,
or that since you'te presenting a very important idea, you're
not going to skip over it quickly but will explore it further to
make sure your readers grasp all its aspects.

We would even go so far as ro suggest that after your first
sentence, almost every sentence you write should refer back
to previous statements in some way. Whether you are writing
a2 “furthermore” comment that adds to what you have just said
or a “for example” statement that illustrates it, each sentence
should echo at least one element of the previous sentence in
some discernible way, Even when your text changes direction
and requires transitions like “in contrast,” “however,” or “but,”
you still need to mark that shift by linking the sentence to
the one just before it, as in the following example.

Cheyenne loved basketball. Nevertheless, she feared her height

would put her at a disadvantage.
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These sentences work because even though the second sen-
tence changes course and qualifies the first, it still echoes key
concepts from the first. Not only does “she” echo “Cheyenne,”
since both refer to the same person, hut “feared” echoes “loved”
by establishing the contrast mandated by the term “neverthe-
less.” “Nevertheless,” then, is not an excuse for changing sub-
jects radically. It too requires repetition to help readers shift
geaes with you and follow your train of thought.

Repetition, in short, is the central means by which you can
move from point A to point B in a text. To introduce one last
analogy, think of the way experienced rock climbers move up a
steep slope. Instead of jumping or lurching from one handhold
to the next, good climbers get a secure handhold on the position
they have established before reaching for the next ledge. The
same thing applies to writing. To move smoothly from point to
point in your argument, you need to firmly ground what you say
in what you've already said. In this way, your writing remains
tocused while simultaneously moving forward.

“But hold on,” you may be thinking. “Isn’t repetition pre-
cisely what sophisticared writers should avoid, on the grounds
that it will make their writing sound simplistic—as if they are
belaboring the obvious?” Yes and no. On the one hand, writers
certainly can run into trouble if they merely repeat themselves
and nothing more. On the other hand, reperition is key to creat-

ing continuity in writing. It is impossible to stay on track in a -

piece of writing if you don’t repeat your points throughout the
fength of the texe. Furthermore, writers would never make an
impact on readers if they didn't repeat their main points often
enough to reinforce those points and make them stand out above
subordinate points. The trick therefore is not to avoid repeating
yourself but to repeat yourself in varied and interesting enough
ways that you advance your argument without sounding tedious.
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Exercises

1. Read the following opening to Chapter 2 of The Road 1o
Wigan Pier, by George Orwell. Annotate the connecting
devices by underlining the transitions, circling the key
terms, and putting boxes around the peinting terms.

Our civilisation . . . is founded on ceal, more complerely than
one realises until one stops to think abour it. The machines that
keep us alive, and the machines that make the machines, are
all directly or indirectly dependent upon coal. In the metabolism
of the Western world the coal-miner is second in importance
only to the man wha ploughs the soil. He is a sort of grimy cary-
atid upon whose shoulders nearly everything that is not grimy
is supported. For this reason the actual process by which coal is
extracted is well worth watching, if you get the chance and are
wiiling to take the trouble.

When you go down a coal-mine it is important to try and get
to the coal face when the “fillers” are at work. This is not easy,
because when the mine is working visitors are a nuisance and
are not encouraged, but if yeu go at any other time, it is possible
to come away with a totally wrong impression. On a Sunday, for
instance, a mine seems almost peaceful. The time to go there
is when the machines are roaring and the air is black with coal
dust, and when you can actually see what the miners have to
do. At those rimes the place is like hell, or at any rate like my
own mental picture of hell. Most of the things one imagines in
hell are there—heat, noise, confusion, darkness, feul air, and,
above all, unbearably cramped space. Everything except the fire,
far there is no fire down there except the feeble heams of Davy
lamps and electric rorches which scarcely penetrate the clouds

of coal dust.
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When you have finally got there—and getting there is a job in
itself: T will explain chat in a moment

you crawl through the last
line of pit props and see opposite you a shiny black wall three or
four feet high. This is the coal face. Overhead is the smooth ceiling
made by the rock from which the coal has been cut: underneath is
the rock again, so that the gallery you are in is only as high as the
ledge of coal itself, probably not much more than a vard. The first
impression of all, overmastering everything else for a while, is the
frightful, deafening din from the conveyor belt which carries the
coal away. You cannot see very far, because the fog of coal dust
throws back the beam of your lamp, but you can see on eicher side
of you the line of halfnaked kneeling men, one to every four or
five yards, driving their shovels under the fallen coal and flinging

it swiftly over their left shoulders. . . .

Georce Orwere, The Road to Wigan Pier

- Read over something you've written with an eye for the
devices you've used to connect the parts. Underline all
the transitions, pointing terms, key terms, and repetition.
Do you see any patterns? Do you rely on certain devices
more than others!? Are there any passages that are hard ro
tollow—and if so, can you make them easier to read by trying
any of the other devices discussed in this chapter?
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The goal of this chapter is to counteract this common
misconception: that relying in college on the straightforward,
down-to-earth language you use every day will make vou sound
stupid; that to impress your teachers you need to set aside your
everyday voice and write in a way rhar is hard to understand.

It’s easy to see how this misconception took hold, since aca-
demic writing is notoriously obscure. Students can' be blamed
for such obscurity when so much of the writing they're assigned
to read is so hard to understand-—as we can see in the follow-
ing sentence from a science paper that linguist Steven Pinker
quotes in his essay “Why Academics Stink ar Writing”™:

Participants read assertions whose veracity was either affirmed or

denied by the subsequent presentation of an assessment word.

After struggling to determine what the writer of this sentence
was trying ro say, Pinker finally decided it was probably some-
thing as simple as this:

Participants read sentences, cach followed b the word true or false.
p Y

Had the author revised the original statement by tapping into his
or her more relaxed, everyday language, as Pinker did in revising
it, much of this struggle could have been avoided. In our view,
then, mastering academic writing does not mean completely
abandoning your normal voice for one that's stiff, convoluted,
or pompous, as students often assume. Instead, it means creating
a new voice that draws on the voice you already have.

This is not to suggesr that any language you use among
friends has a place in academic writing. Nor is it to suggest
that you may fall back on your everyday voice as an excuse to
remain in your comfort zone and avoid learning the rigorous
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forms and habirts that characterize academk.: culture. After fiH,
learning new words and rheterical moves is a part of getting
an education. We do, however, wish to suggest that ;\fery—
day language can often enliven such moyes and e;'en en Vai:;e
your preciston in using academic terminology. -n. oulr r :
then, it is a mistake to assume that the academic ancbev:les gd
day are completely separare languages thz::lt carll .nev.er ,fien N
together. Ultimately, we suggest, acad(—:m}‘c wrat-mg .15 ok“ @
its best when it combines what we call “everydayspeak” a

H 2
“gcademicspeak.’

BLEND ACADEMIC AND
COLLOQUIAL STYLES

o ics igh]
In fact, we would peint out that, many academics are h{lg ly
‘ : : C
successful writers who themselves blend everyday and acqclemx
styles. Note, for example, how Judith Fetterley, a prommen{;
. V 1 M o =% 3 " 1 an
scholar in the field of literary studies, blends academic i
i i as Hvel-
everyday ways of talking in the following passage on the e
ist Willa Cather:
As Merrill Skaggs has put it, “[Cather] is neurotically controtling
§ o ; o
and self-conscious about her work, but she knows at all poings w ha
: o
she is doing. Above all else, she is self-conscious.

Without question, Cather was a control freak.
Juprrtk Fertereey, “Willa Cather and the
s n
Question of Sympathy: An Unoficial Story

In this passage, Fetterley makes use of what is probably

everyday language: she pues them side by side, juxtapos- .
. TR . . 5 m
ing “neurotically controlling” and “self-conscious fro
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a quoted source with her own colloquial term, “control freak.”
In this way, Fetterley lightens a potentially dry subject and
makes it more accessible and even entertaining.

A TRANSLATION RECIPE

But Fetterley does more than simply put academicspeak and
everydayspeak side by side. She rakes a step further by trans-
lating the one into the other. By translating Skaggs’s poly-
syilabic cfcscriptton of Cather as “neurotically controlling and
self-conscious” into the succinet, if blunt, “control freak,” Fet-
terley shows how rarefied, academic ways of talking and more
familiar language can not only coexist but actually enhance
one another—her informal “control freak” serving to explain
the formal language that precedes it.

To be sure, slangy, colloquial expressions like “contral freak”
may be far more common in the humanities than in the sci-
ences, and even in the humanities such casual usages are a
recent development. Fifty years ago academic writing in all
disciplines was the linguistic equivalent of a black-tie affair.
But as times have changed, so has the range of options open to
academic writers—so much so that it is not surprising to find
writers in all fields using colloquial expressions and referring
to movies, music, and other forms of popular culture.

Indeed, Fetterley's passage offers a simple recipe for mixing
styles that we encourage you to try out in your own writing: first
state the point in academic language, then rranslate the point
into everyday language. Everyone knows that academic rerms like
“neurotically controlling” and “self-conscious™—and others you
might encounter fike “subject position” or “bifurcate” —can be
hard to understand. But this rranslation recipe, we think, eases
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» Scholar X argues, “ _ " In other words, _ .
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following:
» Essentially, Xargues .-
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SELF-TRANSLATION

But this translation recipe need not be limited to clarifying the
ideas of others. It can also be used to clarify your own com-

plex ideas, as the following passage by the philosopher Rebecca
Goldstein illustrates:

We can hardly get through our lives—in fact, iz hard to get

through a week—withour considering whar makes specific actions

right and others wrong and debating with ourselves whether that

is a difference thar must compel the actions we choose. (Okay, it's
wrong! T get it! But why should 1 care?)

Repecea GoLostein, Plato at the Googleplex:

Why Philosophy Won't Go Away

Though Goldstein’s first sentence may require several reread-
ings, it is one that most of us, with varying degrees of cffore,
can come to understand: that we all wrestle regularly with the
challenging philosophical questions of what the cthics of a
given situation are and whether those ethics should alter our
behavior. But instead of leaving us entirely on our own to figure
out what she is saying, Goldstein helps us out in her closing
parenthetical remarks, which translate the abstractions of het
first sentence into the kind of concrete everydayspeak that runs
through our heads.

Yet another example of self-translation—one that actually
uses the word “translation”can be found on the apening page

of a book by scholar Helen Sword:

There is a massive gap between what most readers consider to be
good writing and what academics typically produce and publish. I'm

not talking about the kinds of formal strictures necessarily imposed
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simplifications, the succinct statements above show what valu-
able work they can do. These distillations are admirtedly reduc-
tive in that they do not caprure all the nuances of the more
complex ideas they represent. Bur consider their power to stick
in the minds of readers. Without these memorable translations,
we wonder if these authors’ ideas would have achieved such
widespread circulation.

Consider Descartes’ ] think, therefore | am,” for example,
which comes embedded in the following passage, in which
Descartes is struggling to find a philosophical foundation for
absolute truth in the face of skeptical doctrines that doubt that
anything can be known for certain. After putting himself in the
shoes of a radical skeptic and imagining what it would be like to
believe all apparent truths to be false, Descartes “immediately. ..
observed,” he writes,

whilst T thus wished to think thac all was false, it was absolutely
necessary that 1, who thus thought, should he somewhac: and as [
observed that this truth, [ think, therefore | am (cogits ergo sum),
was so certain and of such evidence that no ground of doubt, how-
ever extravagant, could be alieged by the sceprics capable of shak-
ing it, I concluded that I might, withour scruple, accept it as the
first principle of the phitosophy of which | was in search.

René Descartas, “Discourse on the Method, Pare [V?

Had Descartes been less probing and scrupulous, we speculate,
he would have stopped writing and ended the passage after
the sratement “it was absolutely necessary that I, who thus
thought, should be somewhat.” After all, the passage up to
this point conrains all the basic ingredients that the rest of it
goes on to explain, the simpler, more accessible formulation
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“1 think, therefore [ am” being merely a 1‘ef0rmulatiop of this
carlier material. But just imagine if Descartes had d'euded that
his job as a writer was finished after his 11?_1t1‘al‘ claim and had
failed to add the more accessible phrase "1 think, therefore 1
am.” We suspect this idea of his would not ha?fe become one
of the most famous touchstones of Western philosophy.

EVERYDAY LANGUAGE AS A THINKING TOOL

As the examples in this chapter suggest, then, tra.nsl.atmg\a;;;:
demic language into everydayspeak can be an indispensable
tool for clarifying and underscoring ideas for readt.ars..But at ];1111
even more hasic level, such transiation can be an lndlSanS;l .1t
means for you as a writer to clarify your ideas to yoursel n
ather words, translating academicspeak into everyt.layspeak ci;m
function as a thinking tool that enables you to discover what
you are trying o say 1o begin with. o .

For as writing theorists often note, writing is ge.ncr{y not
a process in which we start with a fully formed idea (1]1'1 f?ui
heads that we then simply transcribe in an unchange smtg-
onto the page. On the contrary, writing is more often.a m‘eam
of discovery in which we use the writing process t(? flgurcf(.m;
what our idea is. This is why writers are often. 5urpr15€d to ‘m
that what they end up with on the page is quite different flor{i
what they thought it would be when they .started. \Whatj \Fm
are trying to say here is that everydayspeak is .often f,ruua_ oi
this discovery process, that translating your ideas into r.mzre_-
common, simpler terms can help you figure out \.vhat your 1('55,35
really are, as opposed to what you initially imagined they 1»\f(jre.
Even Descartes, for example, may not have had the formu :tt"mn
“f think, therefore 1 am” in mind before he wrote the passage
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above; instead, he may have arrived ar it as he worked through
the writing process. :

We aurselves have been reminded of this point when engaged
in our own writing. One major benefit of writing collaboratively,
as the two of us do, is that it repeatedly forces us to explain in
simpler terms our less-than-clear ideas when one of us doesn’t
already know what the other means. In the process of writing
and revising this book, for instance, we were always turning to
each other after reading something the other had written and
asking a version of the “Can-you-explain-that-more-simply?”
question that we described asking our students in our office in
this chapter’s opening anecdote: “Whac do you mean?” “I don't
get it—can you explain?” “Huh!?” Sometimes, when the idea is
finally stated in plain, everyday terms, we realize that it doesn’t
make sense or that it amounts to nothing more than a cliché—or
that we have something worth pursuing. I's as if using everyday
language to talk through a draft—as any writer can do by asking
othets to critique his or her drafts—shines a bright light on our
writing to expose its strengrhs and weaknesses.

STILL NOT CONVINCED?

To be sure, not everyone will be as enthusiastic as we are about
the benefits of everydayspeak. Many will insist that, while some
fields in the humanities may be open to everyday fanguage,
colloquial expressions, and slang, most fields in the sciences
are not. And some people in both the humanities and the
sciences will argue that some ideas simply can’t be done jusrice
to in everyday language. “Theory X,” they will say, “is just too
complex to be explained in simple terms,” or “You have to
be in the field to understand it.” Perhaps so. But at least one
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safest to write in “standard” English. On the other hand, the
line berween language that might confuse audiences and lan-
guage that engages or challenges them is not always obvious.
Nor is the fine between foreign words that readers don't already
know and those that readers might happily learn. After all,
“standard” written English is more open and inclusive than it
may at first appear. And readers often appreciate writers who
take risks and mix things up.

Many prominent writers mix standard written English with
other dialects or languages, employing a practice that cultural
and linguistic theorists Vershawn Ashanti Young and Suresh
Canagarajah call “code-meshing.” For instance, in the titles of
two of her books, Talkin and Testifyin: The Language of Black
Amevica and Black Talk: Words and Phrases From the Hood
to the Amen Corner, the language scholar Geneva Sinither-
man mixes African American vernacular phrases with more
scholarly tanguage in order to suggest, as she explicitly argues
in these books, that black vernacular English is as legirimate
a variety of language as “standard” English. Here are three
typical passages:

in Black America, the oral tradition has served as z fundamental
vehicle for gittin avah. That rradirion preserves the Afro-American

keritage and reflects che collective spirit of the race.

Blacks are quick to ridicule “educated fools,” people who done

gone to school and read all dem hooks and still don’t know nothin!

It is & socially approved verbal straregy for black rappers to ralk
abour how bad they is.

Geneva SmiTHERMAN, Talkin and Testifyin:

The Language of Black America

Academic Writing Doesn’t Mean Seiting Aside Your Own Voice

In these examptles, Smitherman blends the types of terms we
expect in scholarly writing like “oral tradition” and “fundamen-
tal vehicle” with black vernacular phrases like “gictin ovah.”
She even blends the standard English spelling of words with
African American English variants like “dem” and “ovah” in
a way that evokes how some speakers of African American
English sound. Some might object to these unconvensicnal
practices, but this is precisely Smitherman’s point: that our
habitual language practices need to be opened up, and that the
number of p-ar{icipants in the academic conversation needs to
be expanded.

Along similar lines, the writer and acrivist Gloria Anzaldia
mixes standard English with what she calls Chicano Spanish
to make a polirical point about the suppression of the Spanish
language in the United States. tn one typical passage, she writes:

From this racial, ideological, cuttural, and biological cross-
pollinization, an “alien” consciousness is presently in the making—

A4 ew mestizd consciousness, wita conciencia de mujer.
Groria ANZALDUA,
Borderiands / 1a Fromtera: The New Mestiza

Anzaldda gets her point across not only through what she says
but through the way she says it, showing that the new hybrid,
or “mestiza consciousness,” that she celebrates is, as she purs
it, “presently in the making.” Ultimately, such code-meshing
suggests that languages, like the people who speak them, are
not distinct, separate islands.

Because there are so many options in writing, then, there is
no need to ever feel limited in your choice of words. You can
always experiment with your language and improve it. Depen,d—
ing on your audience and purpose, and how much risk you're
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willing to take, you can dress up your language, dress it down,
or some combination of both. You could even recast the title of
this book, “They Say / I Say,” as a teenager might say it: “She
Goes / I'm Like.”

We hope you agree with us, then, that to succeed as a college
writer, you need not always set aside your everyday voice, even
when that voice may inirially seem unwelcome in the academic
world. [t is by blending everyday language with standard written
English that what counts as “standard” changes and the range
of possibilities open to academic writers continues to grow.

Exercises

1. Take a paragraph from this book and dress i down, rewrit-
ing it in informal colloquial language. Then rewtite the same
paragraph again by dressing it up, making ir much more for-
mal. Then rewrite the paragraph one more time in a way that
blends the two styles. Share your paragraphs with a classmate,
and discuss which versions are most effective and why.

- Find something you've written for a course, and study it to see
whether you've used any of your own everyday expressions,
any words or structures that are not “acadermic.” If by chance
vou don’t find any, see if there's a place or two where shifting
into more casual or unexpected language would help you make
a point, get your reader’s attention, or just add liveliness to
your text. Be sure to keep your audience and purpose in mind,
and use language that will be appropriate to both.

“gUT DON’T GET ME WRONG”.

The Art of Metacommentary

"_@J_‘

WiEN WE TELL PEOPLE that we are writing & chlapltir olr: ':::1
art of meracommentary, they often give us a puzz fzc ”oic; “L\X/ X
rell us that they have no idea what “metaCQ.)111r1"1€r;1t:3r?‘rb t. e
know what commentary is,” thgy’li solrnetm.*lse%L }j:z ,Wh:ther *

it mean when it's meta?” Our answer 1 ’
i?)ist‘fl;y know the term, they practice the art of m:t;ifz;r;?iz
tary on a daily basis whenever th'ey ma}f&/ ; {po;nmeqm o
ing something they've said or written: at ‘

”

p i bUt J—
was ” “My 1Nt was ¥ ot ] -
! — ; i
Y i 1 . al ouf o § ¥
OF “You’re prob‘abl not gotﬂg Lo 111(& What l . l Oia
1 V ¢ N NEeW s nes
bU .“ In SUCh Cases, the are Not O !Lrl g

but telling an audience how to interpret what they haftjlre?jz

said ot are about to say. In short, then, n[.letac:o}r;nm(;jl O‘; l B

way of commenting on yout claims and telling othets

how not—to think about them. e ke the
It may help to think of metacommentary r;b l:fl ti ke e

chorus in a Greek play that dstand? t‘o t}:S stmee ac; e

i the stage and explains
::fi?f::i—i? like = vgoice—over parrator who comments on
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‘dl;d explains the action in a television show or movie. Think
o metacommentary as a sort of second texr that stand; along-
side your main text and explains what it means. In thel m‘lian
‘tex‘t you say something; in the metatext you guide your re'ad{
in g;/t;rpreting and processing what you've said -
1At we are suggesti i
o tex{: ]::n:égis:}l:;gil itl‘ll{:‘n, is Fhar YOL.I think of your text
' e p: a main text in which you make
your argument and another in which you “work” your id
dl.stmguishing your views from others they may be (:onlf eas(i
Wth, anticipating and answering ()bj(;‘ctiolgls, connectin on
point to another, explaining why your claim might be cfn:rze

vV 3lell, € nd 0 1O tll. < £ [~ LI ) dery strates what we
Crs S LExLL b 21OW l
O1 < 5 WIE

ALL
WRITING IS
CONVERSATIONAL.

NOW, DON'T 6ET ME

: WRONG., T'
( -~ M AOT
-
MAN
Texy {7 | LLeT
T
&

Y
C2 &G

THE MAIN TEXT SAYS SOMETHI}
HING.
METATEXT TELLS READERS HOW—ANDT:{{SW
NOT—TO THINK ABOUT IT,

The Art of Metacommentary

USE METACOMMENTARY TO CLARIFY
AND ELABORATE

But why do you need metacommentary te tell readers what
you mean and guide them through your text? Can’t you just
clearly say what you mean up frant? The answer is that, no
mattet how clear and precise your writing is, readers can
still fail to understand it in any number of wavs, Even the
best writers can provoke reactions in readers that they didn't
intend, and even good readers can get lost in a complicated
argument or fail to see how one point connects with another.
Readers may also fail to see what follows from your argument,
or they may follow your reasoning and examples yet fail to
see the larger conclusion you draw from them. They may
fail to see your argument’s averall significance, or mistake
what you are saying for a related argument that they have
heard before but that you want =0 distance yourself from.
As a result, no matter how straightforward a writer you are,
readers still need you to help them grasp what you really
mean. Because the written word is prone to s0 much mischief
and can be interpreted in so many different ways, we need
metacommentary to keep misinterpretations and other com-
munication misfires at bay.

Another reason to master the art of metacommentary is that
it will help you develop your ideas and generate more (ext,
If you have ever had trouble producing the required number
of pages for a writing project, metacommentary can help you
add both length and depth to your writing. We'lve seen many
students who try to produce a five-page papet sputter to a halt
at two or three pages, complaining they've said everything
they can think of about their topic. “T've stated my rhesis and
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presented my reasons and evidence,” students have told us.
“What else is there to do?” It's almost as if such writers have
generared a thesis and don’t know what ro do with it. When
these students learn to use metacommentary, however, they
get more out of their ideas and write longer, more substantial
texts. In sum, meracommentary can help you extract the full
poteatial from your ideas, drawing out important implications,
explaining ideas from different perspectives, and so forth.

So even when you may think you've said everything pos-

sible in an argument, try inserting the following types of
metacommentary,

In other words, she doesn’t realize how right she is.
* What realty means is

* My point is not but

Uitimately, then, my goal is to demanstrate that

Ideally, such metacommentary should help you recogrtize some
implications of your ideas that you didn't initially realize were
there,

Let’s look at how the cultural critic Neil Posrman uses meta-
commentary in the following passage describing the shift in

American culture when it began to move from prinr and read-
ing to television and movies.

It is my intention in this book to show that a greac . . . shift has
raken place in America, with the resulr that the content of much
of our public discourse has become dangerous nonsense. Wich this
in view, my task in the chapters ahead is straightforward, I must,

first, demonstrate how, under the governance of the printing
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above that we have it these 1
essentially stands apart from his main ideas
follow and understand what he is arguing.

.The Art of Metacommentary

press, discourse in America was different from what it is ;10%;;
venerzlly coherent, serious and rational; and ti"ten h:;vsif, tlin :}r b
vovernance of television, it has become‘shrl-vcle ‘an a 5;1 .
In?ut 1o aveid the possibility that my analysis will be. Tr\ltcrpmtelairc:i
standard-brand academic whimpeting, & kmd. of elitist c[omp "
against “junk” on television, [ must first explain that . . . appre;l

ate junk as much as the next fellow, and I k-now full welj é]:tat EO;
as generated encugh of it to fill the Grand Cany

rinting press h 7
. . d enough to have matched

1o overflowing. Television is not ol

o .
inting'’s output of junk. '
g : NeiL PosTMAN, Amusing Ourselves to Death:

Public Discourse in the Age of Show Business

: rases
To see what we mean by metacommentary, look at the ph

alicized. With these moves, Postman
o help readers

j i ion in this book
He previews what he will argue: [t is my intention in thi

to show . . . -
i . WA is In
He spells out how he will make his argument: Wit td
1 . first, dem-
view. mv task in the chapters chead is . . . 1 must, first,
onstrate . . . and then . . .

it ma
He distinguishes his argument from other arguments }1; t y
b . W ) m
casily be confused with: But to avoid the posszbljlty ; y
irst explain that . . .
analysis will be interpreted as - . . 1 must first exp

TITLES AS METACOMMENTARY

i o Death:
Even the title of Postman’s book, Amusing Cuurselves t Deats
. . s afo
Public Discourse in the Age of Show Business, functions as a
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metacommentary since, like all titles, it stands apart from the text
itself and tells readers the book’s main point: that the very plea-
sure provided by contemporary show business is destructive.

Titles, in fact, are one of the most important forms of
metacommentary, functioning rather like carnival barkers
telling passersby what they can expect if they go inside. Sub-
titles, too, function as metacommentary, further explaining
ot elaborating on the main title. The subtitle of this boak,
tor example, not only explains that it is about “the moves
that matter in academic writing,” but indicates that “they
say / 1 say” is one of these moves. Thinking of a ritle as
metacommentary can actually help you develop sharper
titles, ones that, like Postman’s, give readers a hint of what
your argument will be. Contrast such titles with unhelpfully
open-ended ones like “Shakespeare” or “Steroids” ar “English
Essay” or essays with no titles at all. Essays with vague titles
{or no titles) send rthe message that the writer has simply
not bothered to reflect on what he or she is saying and is
uninterested in guiding or orienting readers.

USE OTHER MOVES AS METACOMMENTARY

Many of the other moves covered in this book function as
metacommentary: entertaining objections, adding transitions,
framing quotations, answering “so what?” and “who cares?”
When you entertain objections, you stand outside of your text
and imagine what a critic might say; when vou add transitions,
you essentially explain the relationship between various claims.
And when you answer the “so what?” and “who cares?” ques-
tions, you look beyond your central argument and explain who
should be interested in it and why.
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TEMPLATES FOR {NTRODUCING
METACOMMENTARY

TO WARD OFF POTENTIAL MISUNDERSTANDINGS

The following moves help you differentiate certain views from

ones they might be mistaken for.

» Essentially, | am arguing not that ﬂgllgujd_gﬂ\ﬁ,_y_;)_;@po_Ugg,
but that we should monitor effects far more ctosely.

» Thisisnottosay ____ . .butrather __ .

» X is concerned less with __ _thanwith -

TO ELABORATE ON A PREVIOUS IDEA
. e to
The following moves elaborate on a previous potnt, saymg. t
§ eviou s saving

readers: “In case vou didn't get it the first time, DY tey saving

. . Rt
the same thing in a different way.
» Inotherwords, ____ . _ .

» Toputitanotherway, . .

» What X is saying here is that __ .

TO PROVIDE A ROAD MAP TO YOUR TEXT

T . ; nd
This move orients readers, clarifying where you have been a
and making it easier for them to process

where you are going
and follow your text.

» Chapter 2 explores __ while Chapter 3 exomines

» Having justarguedthat . 1 wont now to complicate the

pointhy .
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TO
MOVE FROM A GENERAL CLAIM TO A SPECIFIC EXAMPLE

These moves i
! n\. ves help you explain a general point by providing a
nerete example that illustrates what you're saying

* For example,

. .
e , for instance, demonstrates

. .
Consider ___ , for example.

* To take a case in point,

TO IN
DICATE THAT A CLAIM IS MORE, LESS, OR EQUALLY IMPORTANT

The followi
dhe fol ing temp%ates help you give relative emphasis to the
» at you are introducing, showing whether that claim is
mo i L
re or less weight than the previous one, or equal to it

. .
Even more important,

*  But above all,

* Incidentally, we will briefly note,
»  Just as important,
»  Equally,

*  Finally,

TG EXPLAIN A CLAIM WHEN YOU ANTICIPATE OBJECTIONS

Here's a tem
plate to help you antici
: . Cipate a
sible objections. p nd respond to pos-

» Although some readers may object that
answer that __

, | would

The Art of Metacommentary

10 GUIDE READERS TO YOUR MOST GENERAL POINT Chapter &

has more
templates for

These moves show that you are wrapping things up and  eriiciating
tying up various subpoints previously made. cbjections.
» insum,then,

» My conclusion, then, is that .

» in short,

[n this chapter we have tried to show that the most persuasive
ting often doubles back and comments o its OWn claims in
ways that help readers negotiate and process thern. Instead of
simply piling claim upon claim, effective writers are constantly
“sage-managing” how their claims will be received. I¢’s frue of
course that to be persuasive a text has to have strong claims
to argue in the first place. But even the strongest arguments
will flounder unless writers use metacommentary to prevent
potential misreadings and make their arguments shine.

WTi

Exercises

ndicate the

1. Read an essay or article and annotate it to i
y. Use the

different ways the author uses metacommentar

templates on pages 137-39 as your guide. For example, you

to circle transitional phrases and write “crans” in

the margins, to put brackets around sentences that elaborate

on eatlier sentences and mark them “elab,” or underline

. sentences in which the author sums up what he or she has
been saying, writing “gum” in the margins.

How does the author use metacommentary! Does the

author follow any of the templates provided in this kook

may want
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word for word? Did you find any forms of metacommenta
not discussed m this chapter? If so, can you identify Lhe(r;Y
name them, and perhaps devise templates based on them fm,'
use in your own writing? And finally, how do you think tﬁe
author’s use of meracommentary enhances {or harms) hi
her writing? V o

2. .L,omplete each of the following metacommentary templates
in any way that makes sense.

N .
In making o case for the medical use of marijuana, | am not

saying that _

N )
But my argument will do more than prove that ene particular
fndustrial chemical has certain toxic properties. In this article,
fwillalse .

N . .
My point about the national obsessions with sports reinforces
the belief held by many _ ) that

>

IBbelieve, therefore, that the war is completely unjustified.
ut let me back up and explain how | arrived at this conclu-

sion: __________.Inthis waoy, | came to believe that this war is
¢ big mistake.
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Using the Templates to Revise

ONE OF THE MOST IMPORTANT stages of the writing process
took at a draft with an eye for how well

is revision, when vou
at you need to do to make

you've made your argument and wh
it better. The challenge is to figure out what needs work-—and
then what exactly you need to do.

Sometimes you'll have specific comments and sugpestions
from a teacher, noting that you need to state your position more
explicitly, that your point is unclear, that you've misunderstood
an author you're summarizing, and so forth. But whar if you
don't have any such guidance, ot aren’t sure what to do with
it7 The list of guidelines below offers help and points you back
to relevant advice and templates in this book.

Do you present your argwment as a Tesponse to what others
say? Do you make reference to other views besides your own? Do
you use voice markers to distinguish clearly for readers hetween
your views and those of others? In order to make your argument
as convincing as possible, would it help to add more concessions

to opposing views, using “ves but” templates!
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Do you remind readers of what others say at various points
throughout your text? If not, see pages 27-28 for help revising
in order fo do so.

Asking yourself these large-scale revision questions will
help you see how well you've managed the “they say / I say”
framework and this in turn should help you see where further
revisions are needed. The checklist befow follows the order of

chapters in this book.

How Do You Represent What Others Say?

Do you start with what others say? If not, try revising to do so.
See pages 23-28 for templates that can help.

Do you summarize or paraphrase what they've said? If 50, have you
represented their views accurarely

and adequately?

Da you quote athers? Do you frame each quotation successfully,
integrating it into your text! Does the quotation support your
argument! Have you introduced each quotation adequately,
naming the person you're quoting (and saying who that per-
son is if your readers won’t know)? Do you explain in your
own words what the quotation means? Do you then clearly
indicare how the quotation bears on your own argument? See
pages 45-47 for tips on creating a “quotation sandwich.”

Check the verbs you use to introduce any summaries and quo-
tations: do they express accurately whar was said? If you've
used common signal phrases such as “X said” or “Y believes,”
is there a verb that reflects more accurately what was said?
See pages 4041 for a list of verbs for introducing summaries
and quotations.

Have you documented all summaries and quotations, both with
parenthetical documentation in your text and a references or
works-cited list!
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What Do You Say!

Do you agree, disagree, or both with those you're responding to!?
Have you said so explicitly?

If vou disagree, do you give reasons why you disagree? If you
agree, what more have you added to the conversation? If you

+ ] )
both agree and disagree, do you do so without confusing readers

or seeming evasive!

Have you stated your position and the one it responds to as a

connected unit?

What reasons and evidence do you offer to support your “I say”?
In other words, do your argument and the argument you are
responding to—your “I say” and “they say"—address the same
topic o issue, or does a switch occut that takes you on a tan-
gent that will confuse readers? One way to ensulre tbat yo.ur
“] say” and “they say” are aligned rather than seerm.ng like ships
passing in the night is to use the same key terms in both. See
Chapter 8 for tips on how to do so.

Will readers be able w distinguish what you say from what
others say? See Chapter 5 for advice about using voice
markers to make that distinction clear, especially at mome'nts
when you are moving from your view to soreone else’s view

or back.
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Have You Introduced Any Naysavers?

Hawve you acknowledged likely objections to vyour argument?
If s0, have you represented these views fairly—and responded
to them persuasively? See Chapter 6 for tips on how to do so.

If not, think about what other perspectives exist on your ropic
P . . !
and incorporate them into your draft.

Have You Used Metacommentary to Clarify What You
Do or Don’t Mean!?

No matter how clearly you've explained your points, it's a good
idea to explain what you mean—or don’t mean—uwich phrases
like “in other words” or “don’t get me wrong.” See Chapter 10
for examples of how to de so. -

Dg you have a tide? If so, does it tell readers what your main
point or issue is, and doees it do so in a lively manner? Should
you add a subritle to elaborate on the title?

Have You Tied It All Together?

Can veaders follow your argument from one sentence and para-
graph to the next and see how each successive point supports
your overall argument?

She;:lk youz; use of transitions, words like “however” and “therefore.”
Such words m : i

ords make clear how your ideas relate to one another; if
you need to add transitions, see pages 105-00 for a complete list.

Chec'k your use of bointing words. Do you use common pointers
. 1 PRt “ . :
like “this” and “that,” which help lead readers from one sentence

Using the Templates to Revise

to the next! I so, is it always clear what “this” and “that” refer
to, or do vou need to add nouns in order to avoid ambiguity?
See pages 10810 for help working with pointing words.

Have you used what we call “repetition with a difference” to help
connect parts of your argument? See pages 11214 for examples

of how to do so.

Have You Shown Why Your Argument Matters?

Don't assume that readers will see why your argument is
important—or why they should care. Be sure that you have
told them why. See Chaprer 7 if you need help.

A REVISED STUDENT ESSAY

Here is an example of how one student, Antonia Peacocke,
used this book to revise an essay. Starting with an article she'd
written for her high school newspaper, Peacocke then followed
the advice in our book as she turned her article into a college-
level academic essay. Her original article was a brief account of
why she liked Family Guy, and her first step in revising was to
open with a “they say” and an “I say,” previewing her averall
argument in brief form at the essay’s beginning. White her
original version had acknowledged that many find the show
“ohjectionable,” she hadn’t named these people or indicated
why they didn’t like the show. In her revised version, after
doing further research, Peacocke identified those with whom
she disagreed and responded to them at length, as the essay

imself illustrates.
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In addition, Peacocke strengthened existing transitions
added new ones, and clarified the stakes of her argument‘ sayin :
more explicitly why readers should care about whether’ F(a‘r[nilg
Gi‘.zl}' is good or bad. In making these revisions she gave her owryl
spin to several templates in this hook.

We've annotated Peacocke’s essay in the margins to point
out particular rhetorical moves discussed in our book qng th
chapters in which those discussions appear. We hope s{tudyin;

her i i .
essa.y and our annotations will suggest how you might craft ' e
and revise your own writing, ‘

Family Guy and Freud: Jokes and

Their Relation to the Unconscious

ANTONIA PEACOCKE

N z:ntoma Peacocke wrote this essay in the summer between
; )
gh school and her first year at Harvard. She is now a

PhD student in philosophy at the University of California at

Berkeley. WHILE SLOUCHING in front of the television after a

long day, you prabably don’t think a lot about famous

psychologists of the ewentieth century. Somehow, these
' Starts with
what others

daytime—TV programming. Whether you're watching fare saying
Living Lohan or the NewsHour, the likelihood is that you '(Chag;te”) :
are not thinking of Sigmund Freud, even if you've heard
of his bock Jokes and Their Relation to the Unconscious.
[ say that you should be.

Whar made me think of Freud in the first place,
actuatly, was Family Guy, the cartcon created by Seth

figures don’t come up often in prime-time-—or even

Respondsto.
what they say -
iChapter 4).

MacFarlane. (Seriously—stay with me here.} Any of Metacommen
my friends can tell you that this program holds endless ‘oaf;‘l;)‘gfgg;a-l -
fascination for me; as a matter of fact, my high school ?':‘ﬁ;’ﬂf;f?o
rag-sheet “perfect mate” was the hahy Stewie Griffin, a '
character on the show (see Fig. 1}, Fmbarrassingly enough,

[ have atmost reached the point at which I can perform
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