Strategues for
Reading Critically

To become a thoughtful, effective writer, you must also become a critical reader. This
chapter presents strategies to help you read with a critical eye. Reading critically means
not just comprehending passively and remembering what you read but also scrutiniz-
ing actively and making thoughtful judgments about your reading. When you read a
text critically, you need to alternate between understanding and questioning-—on the
one hand, striving to understand the text on its own terms; on the other hand, taking
care to question its ideas and authority. You will benefit greatly from reading what
others have written—and reading your own writing —in this way.

The strategies here complement and supplement reading strategies presented in
Part One, Chapters 2-7. Critical reading is central to your success with the writing
assignments in those chapters. The Connecting to Culture and Experience activity
following each reading in Part One helps you think about the selection in light of your
own experience and awareness of social issues, while the Analyzing Writing Strategies
questions help you understand how the text works and evaluate how well it achieves
its purpose with its readers. The Critical Reading Guide in each Part One chapter
helps you read other students’ drafts as well as your own to find out what is working
and what needs improvement.

Reading is, after all, inextricably linked to writing, and the reading strategies in
this chapter can help you enrich your thinking as a reader and participate in conversa-
tions as a writer. These strategies include the following:

s Annotating: Recording your reactions to, interpretations of, and questions
about a text as you read it

o Taking inventory: Listing and grouping your annotations and other notes to
find meaningful patterns

* Outlining: Listing the text’s main ideas to reveal how it is organized
* Paraphrasing: Restating what you have read to clarify or refer to it
¢ Summarizing: Distilling the main ideas or gist of a text

* Synthesizing: Integrating into your own writing ideas and information gleaned
from different sources

o Contextualizing: Placing a text in its historical and cultural contexts
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o Exploving the significance of figurative language: Examining how metaphors,
similes, and symbols are used in a text to convey meaning and evoke feelings

o Looking for patterns of opposition: Analyzing the values and assumptions em-
bodied in the language of a text

o Reflecting on challenges to your beliefs and values: Critically examining the
bases of your personal responses to a text

o Evaluating the logic of an argument: Determining whether a thesis is well rea-
soned and adequately supported

* Recognizing emotional manipulation: Identifying texts that unfairly and inap-
propriately use emotional appeals based on false or exaggerated claims

* Judging the writer’s credibility: Considering whether writers represent different
points of view fairly and know what they are writing about

These critical reading strategies can help you connect information from different
sources and relate it to what you already know; distinguish fact from opinion; uncover
and question assumptions; and subject other people’s ideas as well as your own to rea-
soned argument. You can readily learn these strategies and apply them not only to a
critical reading of the selections in Part One but also to your other college reading.
Although mastering the strategies will not make critical reading easy, it can make your
reading much more satisfying and productive and thus help you handle even difficult
material with confidence. Critical reading strategies will, in addition, often be useful
in your reading outside of school —for instance, these strategies can help you under-
stand, evaluate, and comment on what political figures, advertisers, and other writers
are saying.

B ANNOTATING

Annotations are the marks—underlines, highlights, and comments—you make directly
on the page as you read. Annotating can be used to record immediate reactions and
questions, outline and summarize main points, and evaluate and relate the reading to
other ideas and points of view. Especially useful for studying and preparing to write,
annotating is also an essential element of many other critical reading strategies. Your
annotations can take many forms, such as the following:

Writing comments, questions, or definitions in the margins

Underlining or circling words, phrases, or sentences

Connecting ideas with lines or arrows

Numbering related points

Bracketing sections of the text

Noting anything that strikes you as interesting, important, or questionable



ANNOTATING

Annotating Onscreen. Although this discussion of annotating assumes you
are reading printed pages, you can also annotate many kinds of text on the com-
puter screen by using your word processor’s highlighting and commenting
functions. Even if these functions are not available, you may be able to type
annotations into the text using a different color or font. If electronic annotation
is impossible, print out the text, and annotate by hand.

Most readers annotate in layers, adding further annotations on second and third
readings. Annotations can be light or heavy, depending on the reader’s purpose and
the difficulty of the material. Your purpose for reading also determines how you use
your annotations.

The following selection, excerpted from Martin Luther King Jr.’s “Letter from
Birmingham Jail,” is anrtotated to illustrate some of the ways you can annotate as you
read. Add your own annotations, if you like.

Martin Luther King Jr. (1929-1968) first came to national notice in 1955, when he fed a suc-
cessful boycott against the policy of restricting African American passengers to rear seats on
city buses in Montgomery, Alabama, where he was minister of a Baptist church. He subse-
quently formed a national organization, the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, that
brought people of all races from all over the country to the South to fight nonviolently for racial
integration. In 1963, King led demonstrations in Birmingham, Alabama, that were met with vio-
lence; a bomb was detonated in a black church, killing four young girls. King was arrested for
his role in organizing the protests, and while in prison, he wrote the famous “Letter from Bir-
mingham Jail” to answer the criticism of local clergy and fo justify to the nation his strategy of
civil disobedience, which he called “nonviolent direct action.”

King begins his letter by discussing his disappointment with the lack of support he has
received from white moderates, such as the group of clergy who published criticism in the
local newspaper. As you read the following excerpt from his letter, try to infer from King’s writ-
ten response what the clergy’s specific criticisms might have been. Also, notice the tone King
uses to answer his critics. Would you characterize the writing as apologetic, conciliatory,
accusatory, or in some other way?

I must confess that over the past 1

An Annotated
few years | have been gravely
W&u&m&m \wx om disappointed with the white mod- 9. White moderates
H&nﬂwﬁ.@. om erate. | have almost reached the block progress

Birmingbam Jail”  regrettable conclusion that the
. Ki Negro's [great stumbling block
Martin Luther gJr. in his stride toward freedom Jis
. not the White Citizen’s Counciler
or the Ku Klux Klanner, but the white moderate, who is more
devoted to “order” than to justice; who prefers a negative peace order vs. justice
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which is the absence of tension to a positive peace which is the
presence of justice; who constantly says: “l agree with you in the
goal you seek, but | cannot agree with your methods of direct
action”; who(paternalistically)believes he can set the timetable for
another man’s freedom; who lives by a mythical concept of time
and who constantly advises the Negro to wait for a “more conve-
nient season.” Shallow understanding from people of good will is
more frustrating than absolute misunderstanding from people of ill
will\ Lukewarm acceptance is much more bewildering than out-)
right rejection.
| had hoped that the white moderate would understand that 2
law and order exist for the purpose of establishing justice and that
when they fail in this purpose they become the [dangerously
structured dams that block the flow of social progress]| had
hoped that the white moderate would understand that the present
tension in the South is a necessary phase of the transition from an
[obnoxious negative peace.Jin which the Negro passively accepted
his unjust plight, to a[substantive and positive peace]in which
ali men will respect the dignity and worth of human personality.
Actually, we who engage in nonviolent direct action are not the cre-
ators of tension. We merely bring to the surface the hidden tension
that is already alive. We bring it out in the open, where it can be
seen and dealt with.[Like a boil that can never be cured so long
as it is covered up but must be opened with all its ugliness to the
natural medicines of air and light, injustice must be exposed, with
all the tension its exposure creates, to the light of human con-
science and the air of national opinion before it can be cured.]

In your statement you assert that our actions, even though 3
peaceful, must be condemned because they precipitate violence.
But is this a logical assertion? Isn't this like condemning(a robbed
man)because his possession of money precipitated the evil act of
robbery? Isn't this like oo:amas_scaooﬂmﬁmw_umomcmm his unswerv-
ing commitment to truth and his philosophical inquiries precipi-
tated the act by the misguided populace in which they made him
drink hemlock? Isn't this like condemning (Jesus) because his
unique God-consciousness and never-ceasing devotion to God's
will precipitated the evil act of crucifixion? We must come to see
that, as the federal courts have consistently affirmed, it is wrong to
urge an individual to cease his efforts to gain his basic constitu-
tional rights because the question may precipitate violence.[Soci-
ety must protect the robbed and punish the robber,] o

I had aiso hoped that the white moderate would reject the 4
myth concerning time in relation to the struggle for freedom. |
have just received a letter from a white brother in Texas. He writes:

negative vs. positive

ends vs, means

treating others like
children

92. Tension
necessary for
progress.

Tension already
exists anyway.

True?

Simile: hidden
tension is “like a
boil”

913. Questions
clergymen’s logic:
condemning his
actions =
condemning victims,
Socrates, Jesus.

Yes!



“All Christiaps know that the colored people will receive equal |
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-

rights eventually, but it is ummm:u_m that you are in too great a reli-
gious hurry. It has taken Christianity almost two thousand years to
accomplish what it has. The teachings of Christ take time to come
to earth” Such an attitude stems from a tragic misconception of
time, from the strangely irrational notion that there is something in
the very flow of time that will inevitably cure all ills. [Actually, time
(itself is neutral; it can be used either destructively or constructively.
More and more | feel that the people of ill will have used time much
more effectively than have the people of good will. We will have to
repent in this generation not merely for the [hateful words and
actions of the bad people]Jbut for the [appalling silence of the good
people]Human progress never rolls in on [wheels of inevitability;]

it comes through the tireless efforts of men willing to be co-workers
with God, and without this hard work, time itself becomes an ally

of the forces of social Stagnation ){We must use time creatively, in
the knowledge that the time is always ripe to do right JNow is the
time to make real the promise of democracy and transform our
pending [national elegy] into a creative [psalm of brotherhood,
Now is the time to lift our national policy from the [quicksand of
racial injustice]to the[solid rock of human dignity]

You speak of our activity in Birmingham as extreme. At firsti s
was rather disappointed that fellow clergymen would see my nonvi-
olent efforts as those of an extremist. | began thinking about the fact
that | stand in the middle of two opposing forces in the Negro com-
munity. One is afforce of complacency,Jmade up in part of Negroes
who, as a result of long years of oppression, are so drained of self-
respect and a sense of “somebodiness” that they have adjusted to
segregation; and in part of a few middle-class Negroes, who be-
cause of a degree of academic and economic security and because
in some ways they profit by’segregation, have become insensitive to
the problems of the masses. The other[force is one of bitterness |
and hatred,]Jand it comes perilously close to advocating violence.

It is expressed in the various black nationalist [groups that are
springing upJactoss the nation, the largest and best-known being
Elijah Muhammad's Muslim movement. Nourished by the Negro's
frustration over the continlied existence of racial discrimination, this
movement is made up of people who have lost faith in America, who
have absolutely repudiated Christianity, and who have concluded
that the white man is an incorrigible “devil." |
| have tried to stand between these two forces, saying that ¢
we need emulate neither the “do-nothingism” of the complacent
nor the hatred and despair of the black nationalist. For there is the
more excellent way of love and nonviolent protest. | am @Bﬁm*ca

-

example of a white
moderate

Silence is as bad as
hateful words and
actions.

metaphor

not moving

914. Time must be
used to do right.
metaphors

King accused of
being an extremist

95. King in middle of
two extremes:
complacent & angry

Malcolm X?

96. King offers
better choice.

How did nonviolence
« become part of
King's movement?

»
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God that, through the influence of the Negro church, the way of
nonviolence became an integral part of our struggle.

If this philosophy had not emerged, by now many streets of 7
the South would, | am convinced, be flowing with blood. And | am
further convinced that if our white brothers dismiss as “rabble-
rousers” and “outside agitators” those of us who employ nonviolent
direct action, and if they refuse to support our nonviolent efforts,
millions of Zm@qomm! will, out of frustration and despair, seek(olace)
and security in black-nationalist ideologies—a development that
would inevitably lead to a frightening racial nightmare.

@uvammma people cannot remain oppressed ﬁoa<m©.§m 8
yearning for freedom eventually manifests itself, and that is what
has happened to the American Negro. Something within has
reminded him of his birthright of freedom, and something without
has reminded him that it can be gained. Consciously or uncon-
sciously, he has been caught up by the (Zeitgeist) and with his
black brothers of Africa and his brown and yellow brothers of
Asia, South America and the Caribbean, the United States Negro
is moving with a sense of great urgency toward the [promised
land of racial justice.]if one recognizes this [vital urge that has
engulfed the Negro community,Jone should readily understand
why public demonstrations are taking place. The Negro has many
?mi-:v Bmm:ﬁam:»&w:a latent frustrations, and he must release
them. So let him march; let him make prayer pilgrimages to the
mm\»mm_: let him go on freedom rides—and try to understand why
he must do so. If his repressed emotions are not released in non-
violent ways, they will seek expression through violence; this is
not a threat but a fact of history. So | have not said to my people:
“Get rid of your discontent” Rather, | have tried to say that this
normal and healthy discontent can be [channeled into the cre-
ative outlet of nonviolent direct action.JAnd now this approach is
being termed extremist.

But though | was initially disappointed at being categorized ¢
as an extremist, as | continued to think about the matter | gradu-
ally gained a measure of satisfaction from the label. Was not
Jesus an extremist for love: “Love your enemies, bless them that
curse you, do good to them that hate you, and pray for them which
despitefully use you, and persecute you” Was not a an
extremist for justice: “Let justice roll down like waters and righ-
teousness like an ever-flowing stream.” Was not{Paulan extremist
for the Christian gospel: “ bear in my body the marks of the Lord
Jesus.”Was :Q@m:_: Luthenan extremist: “Here | stand; | cannot
do otherwise, so help me God.” And John Bunyan))*l will stay in jail
to the end of my days before | make a butchery of my conscience”

7. King's movetnent
prevented racial
violence. Threat?

Gandhi?

The church?
If...then...comfort

spirit of the times

worldwide uprising
against injustice

not a threat?

98. Discontent is
normal & healthy but
must be channeled.

Hebrew prophet

Christian apostle

Founded
Protestantism

English preacher
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And Abraham Lincoln;)This nation cannot survive half siave and
half free” And(Thomas Jefferson:}'We hold these truths to be self-
evident, that all men are created equal. . . ”

. . ”[So the question is not
?:ﬂ:mq we will be extremists, but what kind of extremists we will be.

No choice but to be

Will we be extremists for hate or for love? Will we be extremists for |  extremists. But what
the preservation qf injustice or for the extension of justice? In that kind?

dramatic scene on Calvary’s hill three men were crucified. We

must never forget that all three were crucified for the same crime—

the crime of extremism. Two were extremists for immorality, and

thus feli below their environment. The other, @mm:m Christ)was an

extremist for love, truth and goodness, and thereby rose above his 9. Creative
environment. Perhaps the South, ?m nation and the world are é extremists are

dire need of creative extremists ] _}  needed.

| had hoped that the white moderate would see this need. 10
Perhaps | was too optimistic; perhaps | expected too much. | sup-
pose | should have realized that few members of the oppressor
7@ can understand the deep groans and passionate yearnings
of the oppressed race, and still fewer have the vision to see that
finjustice must be rooted out}by strong, persistent and determined
action. | am thankful, however, that some of our white brothers in

Disappointed in the
white moderate

M0. Some whites

the South have grasped the meaning of this social revolution and have supported King.
committed themselves to it. They are still all too few in quantity, but

they are big in quality. Some—such as Ralph McGill, Lillian Smith, Who are they?

Harry Golden, James McBride Dabbs, Ann Braden and Sarah

Patton Boyle—have written about our struggle in eloquent and what they did

prophetic terms. Others have marched with us down nameless
streets of the South. They have (anguished)in filthy, roach-infested
jails, suffering the abuse and brutality of policemen who view
them as “dirty nigger-lovers.” Unlike so many of their moderate
brothers and sisters, they have recognized the urgency of the
moment and sensed the need for [powerful “action” antidotes]to
combat the disease of segregation.]

been left unaided

¥ Checklist: Annotating

1. Mark the text using notations like these:

¢ Circle words to be defined in the margin.

* Underline key words and phrases.

¢ Bracket important sentences and passages.

¢ Use lines or arrows to connect ideas or words.

2. Write marginal comments like these:
* Number and summarize each paragraph.
* Define unfamiliar words.
* Note responses and questions.

CHAPTER 10: STRATEGIES FOR READING CRITICALLY

¢ Identify interesting writing strategies.
* Point out patterns.

3. Layer additional markings on the text and comments in the margins as you reread
for different purposes.

B TAKING INVENTORY

An inventory is simply a list or grouping of items. Taking inventory helps you analyze
your annotations for different purposes. When you take inventory, you make various
kinds of lists to explore patterns of meaning you find in the text. For instance, in read-
ing the annotated passage by Martin Luther King Jr., you might have noticed that
many famous people are named or that certain similes and metaphors are used. By list-
ing the names (Socrates, Jesus, Luther, Lincoln, and so on) and then grouping them
into categories (people who died for their beliefs, leaders, teachers, and religious fig-
ures) you could better understand why the writer refers to these particular people.
Taking inventory of your annotations can be helpful in writing about a text you are
reading.

B Checklist: Taking Inventory

1. Examine your annotations for patterns or repetitions such as recurring images,
stylistic features, repeated words and phrases, repeated examples or illustrations,
and reliance on particular writing strategies.

2. List and group the items in the pattern.
3. Decide what the pattern indicates about the reading.

B OUTLINING

tlining is an especially helpful critical reading
tent ardss

ategy for understanding the con-
ture of a nnw.&bm Outlining, which fdentifies the text’s main ideas, may
be part of the annGtasiqg process, or it may be dfne mnwmﬂﬁ&% Writin outline in
the margins of the text as yowgad and annotaty Bman it easjes-16 find information
later. Writing an outline on a separars piece of paper § you more space to work
TOTT dcCtail.

semain ideas and the supporting




