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1 9

ONE

“they say”

Starting with What Others Are Saying

H

Not long ago we attended a talk at an academic conference 
where the speaker’s central claim seemed to be that a certain 
sociologist—call him Dr. X—had done very good work in a 
number of areas of the discipline. The speaker proceeded to 
illustrate his thesis by referring extensively and in great detail 
to various books and articles by Dr. X and by quoting long pas-
sages from them. The speaker was obviously both learned and 
impassioned, but as we listened to his talk we found ourselves 
somewhat puzzled: the argument—that Dr. X’s work was very 
important—was clear enough, but why did the speaker need to 
make it in the first place? Did anyone dispute it? Were there 
commentators in the field who had argued against X’s work or 
challenged its value? Was the speaker’s interpretation of what 
X had done somehow novel or revolutionary? Since the speaker 
gave no hint of an answer to any of these questions, we could 
only wonder why he was going on and on about X. It 
was only after the speaker finished and took questions 
from the  audience that we got a clue: in response to 
one questioner, he referred to several critics who had 

The hypo-

thetical 

audience in 

the figure on 

p. 4 reacts 

similarly.
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vigorously questioned Dr. X’s ideas and convinced many soci-
ologists that Dr. X’s work was unsound.
 This story illustrates an important lesson: that to give writ-
ing the most important thing of all—namely, a point—a writer 
needs to indicate clearly not only what his or her thesis is, 
but also what larger conversation that thesis is responding to. 
Because our speaker failed to mention what others had said about 
Dr. X’s work, he left his audience unsure about why he felt the 
need to say what he was saying. Perhaps the point was clear to 
other sociologists in the audience who were more familiar with 
the debates over Dr. X’s work than we were. But even they, we 
bet, would have understood the speaker’s point better if he’d 
sketched in some of the larger conversation his own claims were 
a part of and reminded the audience about what “they say.”
 This story also illustrates an important lesson about the order 
in which things are said: to keep an audience engaged, a writer 
needs to explain what he or she is responding to—either before 
offering that response or, at least, very early in the discussion. 
Delaying this explanation for more than one or two paragraphs 
in a very short essay or blog entry, three or four pages in a 
longer work, or more than ten or so pages in a book reverses 
the natural order in which readers process material—and in 
which writers think and develop ideas. After all, it seems very 
unlikely that our conference speaker first developed his defense 
of Dr. X and only later came across Dr. X’s critics. As someone 
knowledgeable in his field, the speaker surely encountered the 
criticisms first and only then was compelled to respond and, as 
he saw it, set the record straight.
 Therefore, when it comes to constructing an argument 
(whether orally or in writing), we offer you the following 
advice: remember that you are entering a conversation and 
therefore need to start with “what others are saying,” as the 
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title of this chapter recommends, and then introduce your own 
ideas as a response. Specifically, we suggest that you summarize 
what “they say” as soon as you can in your text, and remind 
readers of it at strategic points as your text unfolds. Though 
it’s true that not all texts follow this practice, we think it’s 
important for all writers to master it before they depart from it.
 This is not to say that you must start with a detailed list of 
everyone who has written on your subject before you offer your 
own ideas. Had our conference speaker gone to the opposite 
extreme and spent most of his talk summarizing Dr. X’s critics 
with no hint of what he himself had to say, the audience probably 
would have had the same frustrated “why-is-he-going-on-like-
this?” reaction. What we suggest, then, is that as soon as possible 
you state your own position and the one it’s responding to together, 
and that you think of the two as a unit. It is generally best to 
summarize the ideas you’re responding to briefly, at the start of 
your text, and to delay detailed elaboration until later. The point 
is to give your readers a quick preview of what is motivating your 
argument, not to drown them in details right away.
 Starting with a summary of others’ views may seem to con-
tradict the common advice that writers should lead with their 
own thesis or claim. Although we agree that you shouldn’t keep 
readers in suspense too long about your central argument, we also 
believe that you need to present that argument as part of some 
larger conversation, indicating something about the arguments 
of others that you are supporting, opposing, amending, compli-
cating, or qualifying. One added benefit of summarizing others’ 
views as soon as you can: you let those others do some of the 
work of framing and clarifying the issue you’re writing about.
 Consider, for example, how George Orwell starts his famous 
essay “Politics and the English Language” with what others are 
saying.
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Most people who bother with the matter at all would admit that the 
English language is in a bad way, but it is generally assumed that 
we cannot by conscious action do anything about it. Our civiliza-
tion is decadent and our language—so the argument runs—must 
inevitably share in the general collapse. . . . 
 [But] the process is reversible. Modern English . . . is full of 
bad habits . . . which can be avoided if one is willing to take the 
necessary trouble.

George Orwell, “Politics and the English Language”

Orwell is basically saying, “Most people assume that we cannot 
do anything about the bad state of the English language. But 
I say we can.”
 Of course, there are many other powerful ways to begin. 
Instead of opening with someone else’s views, you could start 
with an illustrative quotation, a revealing fact or statistic, or—
as we do in this chapter—a relevant anecdote. If you choose 
one of these formats, however, be sure that it in some way 
illustrates the view you’re addressing or leads you to that view 
directly, with a minimum of steps.
 In opening this chapter, for example, we devote the first para-
graph to an anecdote about the conference speaker and then 
move quickly at the start of the second paragraph to the miscon-
ception about writing exemplified by the speaker. In the follow-
ing opening, from an opinion piece in the New York Times Book 
Review, Christina Nehring also moves quickly from an anecdote 
illustrating something she dislikes to her own claim—that book 
lovers think too highly of themselves.

“I’m a reader!” announced the yellow button. “How about you?” I 
looked at its bearer, a strapping young guy stalking my town’s Festival 
of Books. “I’ll bet you’re a reader,” he volunteered, as though we were 
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two geniuses well met. “No,” I replied. “Absolutely not,” I wanted to 
yell, and fling my Barnes & Noble bag at his feet. Instead, I mumbled 
something apologetic and melted into the crowd.
 There’s a new piety in the air: the self congratulation of book 
lovers.

Christina Nehring, “Books Make You a Boring Person”

Nehring’s anecdote is really a kind of “they say”: book lovers 
keep telling themselves how great they are.

templates for introducing 
what “they say”

There are lots of conventional ways to introduce what others 
are saying. Here are some standard templates that we would 
have recommended to our conference speaker.

j  A number of sociologists have recently suggested that X’s work 

has several fundamental problems.

j  It has become common today to dismiss  .

j  In their recent work, Y and Z have offered harsh critiques of 

 for  .

templates for introducing 
“standard views”

The following templates can help you make what we call the 
“standard view” move, in which you introduce a view that has 
become so widely accepted that by now it is essentially the 
conventional way of thinking about a topic.
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j  Americans have always believed that individual effort can 

triumph over circumstances.

j  Conventional wisdom has it that  .

j  Common sense seems to dictate that  .

j  The standard way of thinking about topic X has it that  .

j  It is often said that  .

j  My whole life I have heard it said that  .

j  You would think that  .

j  Many people assume that  .

These templates are popular because they provide a quick 
and efficient way to perform one of the most common moves 
that writers make: challenging widely accepted beliefs, placing 
them on the examining table, and analyzing their strengths 
and weaknesses.

templates for making what “they say”
something you say

Another way to introduce the views you’re responding to is 
to present them as your own. That is, the “they say” that you 
respond to need not be a view held by others; it can be one that 
you yourself once held or one that you are ambivalent about.

j  I’ve always believed that museums are boring.

j  When I was a child, I used to think that  .
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j  Although I should know better by now, I cannot help thinking 

that  .

j  At the same time that I believe  , I also believe 

 .

templates for introducing 
something implied or assumed

Another sophisticated move a writer can make is to summarize 
a point that is not directly stated in what “they say” but is 
implied or assumed.

j  Although none of them have ever said so directly, my teachers 

have often given me the impression that education will open doors.

j  One implication of X’s treatment of  is that  .

j  Although X does not say so directly, she apparently assumes 

that  .

j  While they rarely admit as much,  often take for 

granted that  .

These are templates that can help you think analytically—to 
look beyond what others say explicitly and to consider their 
unstated assumptions, as well as the implications of their views.

templates for introducing 
an ongoing debate

Sometimes you’ll want to open by summarizing a debate 
that presents two or more views. This kind of opening 
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demonstrates your awareness that there are conflicting ways 
to look at your subject, the clear mark of someone who knows 
the subject and therefore is likely to be a reliable, trustworthy 
guide. Furthermore, opening with a summary of a debate can 
help you explore the issue you are writing about before declar-
ing your own view. In this way, you can use the writing 
process itself to help you discover where you stand instead 
of having to commit to a position before you are ready to 
do so.
 Here is a basic template for opening with a debate.

j  In discussions of X, one controversial issue has been  . 

On the one hand,  argues  . On the other 

hand,  contends  . Others even maintain 

 . My own view is  .

The cognitive scientist Mark Aronoff uses this kind of template 
in an essay on the workings of the human brain.

Theories of how the mind/brain works have been dominated 
for centuries by two opposing views. One, rationalism, sees the 
human mind as coming into this world more or less fully formed—
preprogrammed, in modern terms. The other, empiricism, sees the 
mind of the newborn as largely unstructured, a blank slate.

Mark Aronoff, “Washington Sleeped Here”

Another way to open with a debate involves starting with a 
proposition many people agree with in order to highlight the 
point(s) on which they ultimately disagree.

j  When it comes to the topic of  , most of us will read-

ily agree that  . Where this agreement usually ends, 
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however, is on the question of  . Whereas some are 

convinced that  , others maintain that  .

The political writer Thomas Frank uses a variation on this 
move.

That we are a nation divided is an almost universal lament of 
this bitter election year. However, the exact property that divides 
us—elemental though it is said to be—remains a matter of some 
controversy.

Thomas Frank, “American Psyche”

keep what “they say” in view

We can’t urge you too strongly to keep in mind what “they say” 
as you move through the rest of your text. After summarizing 
the ideas you are responding to at the outset, it’s very impor-
tant to continue to keep those ideas in view. Readers won’t be 
able to follow your unfolding response, much less any compli-
cations you may offer, unless you keep reminding them what 
claims you are responding to.
 In other words, even when presenting your own claims, 
you should keep returning to the motivating “they say.” 
The longer and more complicated your text, the greater the 
chance that readers will forget what ideas originally moti-
vated it—no matter how clearly you lay them out at the 
beginning. At strategic moments throughout your text, we 
recommend that you include what we call “return sentences.” 
Here is an example.
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j  In conclusion, then, as I suggested earlier, defenders of  

 can’t have it both ways. Their assertion that 

 is contradicted by their claim that  .

We ourselves use such return sentences at every opportunity in 
this book to remind you of the view of writing that our book 
questions—that good writing means making true or smart or 
logical statements about a given subject with little or no refer-
ence to what others say about it.
 By reminding readers of the ideas you’re responding to, 
return sentences ensure that your text maintains a sense of 
mission and urgency from start to finish. In short, they help 
ensure that your argument is a genuine response to others’ views 
rather than just a set of observations about a given subject. The 
difference is huge. To be responsive to others and the conver-
sation you’re entering, you need to start with what others are 
saying and continue keeping it in the reader’s view.

Exercises

1.  The following is a list of arguments that lack a “they say”—
any sense of who needs to hear these claims, who might 
think otherwise. Like the speaker in the cartoon on page 4 
who declares that The Sopranos presents complex characters, 
these one-sided arguments fail to explain what view they 
are responding to—what view, in effect, they are trying to 
correct, add to, qualify, complicate, and so forth. Your job 
in this exercise is to provide each argument with such a 
counterview. Feel free to use any of the templates in this 
chapter that you find helpful.
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a.  Our experiments suggest that there are dangerous levels 
of chemical X in the Ohio groundwater.

b.  Material forces drive history.
c.  Proponents of Freudian psychology question standard 

notions of “rationality.”
d.  Male students often dominate class discussions.
e.  The film is about the problems of romantic relationships.
f.  I’m afraid that templates like the ones in this book will 

stifle my creativity.

2.  Below is a template that we derived from the opening of 
David Zinczenko’s “Don’t Blame the Eater” (p. 241). Use 
the template to structure a passage on a topic of your own 
choosing. Your first step here should be to find an idea 
that you support that others not only disagree with but 
actually find laughable (or, as Zinczenko puts it, worthy of 
a Jay Leno monologue). You might write about one of the 
topics listed in the previous exercise (the environment, 
gender relations, the meaning of a book or movie) or any 
other topic that interests you.

  If ever there was an idea custom-made for a Jay Leno monologue, 

this was it:  . Isn’t that like  ? Whatever hap-

pened to  ?

   I happen to sympathize with  , though, perhaps 

because  .
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TWO

“her point is”

The Art of Summarizing

H

If it is true, as we claim in this book, that to argue 
persuasively you need to be in dialogue with others, then sum-
marizing others’ arguments is central to your arsenal of basic 
moves. Because writers who make strong claims need to map 
their claims relative to those of other people, it is important 
to know how to summarize effectively what those other people 
say. (We’re using the word “summarizing” here to refer to any 
information from others that you present in your own words, 
including that which you paraphrase.)
 Many writers shy away from summarizing—perhaps because 
they don’t want to take the trouble to go back to the text in 
question and wrestle with what it says, or because they fear that 
devoting too much time to other people’s ideas will take away 
from their own. When assigned to write a response to an article, 
such writers might offer their own views on the article’s topic 
while hardly mentioning what the article itself argues or says. At 
the opposite extreme are those who do nothing but summarize. 
Lacking confidence, perhaps, in their own ideas, these writers so 
overload their texts with summaries of others’ ideas that their 
own voice gets lost. And since these summaries are not animated 
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by the writers’ own interests, they often read like mere lists of 
things that X thinks or Y says—with no clear focus.
 As a general rule, a good summary requires balancing what 
the original author is saying with the writer’s own focus. 
Generally speaking, a summary must at once be true to what 
the original author says while also emphasizing those aspects 
of what the author says that interest you, the writer. Strik-
ing this delicate balance can be tricky, since it means facing 
two ways at once: both outward (toward the author being 
summarized) and inward (toward yourself). Ultimately, it 
means being respectful of others but simultaneously struc-
turing how you summarize them in light of your own text’s 
central argument.

on the one hand, 
put yourself in their shoes

To write a really good summary, you must be able to suspend your 
own beliefs for a time and put yourself in the shoes of someone 
else. This means playing what the writing theorist Peter Elbow 
calls the “believing game,” in which you try to inhabit the world-
view of those whose conversation you are joining—and whom you 
are perhaps even disagreeing with—and try to see their argument 
from their perspective. This ability to temporarily suspend one’s 
own convictions is a hallmark of good actors, who must convinc-
ingly “become” characters whom in real life they may detest. As 
a writer, when you play the believing game well, readers should 
not be able to tell whether you agree or disagree with the ideas 
you are summarizing.
 If, as a writer, you cannot or will not suspend your own 
beliefs in this way, you are likely to produce summaries that are 
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so obviously biased that they undermine your credibility with 
readers. Consider the following summary.

David Zinczenko’s article, “Don’t Blame the Eater,” is nothing 
more than an angry rant in which he accuses the fast-food com-
panies of an evil conspiracy to make people fat. I disagree because 
these companies have to make money. . . .

If you review what Zinczenko actually says (pp. 241–43), you 
should immediately see that this summary amounts to an unfair 
distortion. While Zinczenko does argue that the practices of 
the fast-food industry have the effect of making people fat, his 
tone is never “angry,” and he never goes so far as to suggest 
that the fast-food industry conspires to make people fat with 
deliberately evil intent.
 Another tell-tale sign of this writer’s failure to give 
Zinczenko a fair hearing is the hasty way he abandons the sum-
mary after only one sentence and rushes on to his own response. 
So eager is this writer to disagree that he not only caricatures 
what Zinczenko says but also gives the article a hasty, super-
ficial reading. Granted, there are many writing situations in 
which, because of matters of proportion, a one- or two-sentence 
summary is precisely what you want. Indeed, as writing profes-
sor Karen Lunsford (whose own research focuses on argument 
theory) points out, it is standard in the natural and social sci-
ences to summarize the work of others quickly, in one pithy 
sentence or phrase, as in the following example.

Several studies (Crackle, 2012; Pop, 2007; Snap, 2006) suggest that 
these policies are harmless; moreover, other studies (Dick, 2011; 
Harry, 2007; Tom, 2005) argue that they even have benefits.
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But if your assignment is to respond in writing to a single author 
like Zinczenko, you will need to tell your readers enough about 
his or her argument so they can assess its merits on their own, 
independent of you.
 When a writer fails to provide enough summary or to engage 
in a rigorous or serious enough summary, he or she often falls 
prey to what we call “the closest cliché syndrome,” in which 
what gets summarized is not the view the author in question has 
actually expressed but a familiar cliché that the writer mistakes 
for the author’s view (sometimes because the writer believes it 
and mistakenly assumes the author must too). So, for example, 
Martin Luther King Jr.’s passionate defense of civil disobedi-
ence in “Letter from Birmingham Jail” might be summarized 
not as the defense of political protest that it actually is but as 
a plea for everyone to “just get along.” Similarly, Zinczenko’s 
critique of the fast-food industry might be summarized as a call 
for overweight people to take responsibility for their weight.
 Whenever you enter into a conversation with others in your 
writing, then, it is extremely important that you go back to 
what those others have said, that you study it very closely, and 
that you not confuse it with something you already believe. A 
writer who fails to do this ends up essentially conversing with 
imaginary others who are really only the products of his or her 
own biases and preconceptions.

on the other hand, 
know where you are going

Even as writing an effective summary requires you to temporar-
ily adopt the worldview of another, it does not mean ignoring 
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your own view altogether. Paradoxically, at the same time that 
summarizing another text requires you to represent fairly what 
it says, it also requires that your own response exert a quiet 
influence. A good summary, in other words, has a focus or spin 
that allows the summary to fit with your own agenda while still 
being true to the text you are summarizing.
 Thus if you are writing in response to the essay by Zinczenko, 
you should be able to see that an essay on the fast-food industry 
in general will call for a very different summary than will an 
essay on parenting, corporate regulation, or warning labels. If 
you want your essay to encompass all three topics, you’ll need 
to  subordinate these three issues to one of Zinczenko’s general 
claims and then make sure this general claim directly sets up 
your own argument.
 For example, suppose you want to argue that it is parents, not 
fast-food companies, who are to blame for children’s obesity. 
To set up this argument, you will probably want to compose a 
summary that highlights what Zinczenko says about the fast-
food industry and parents. Consider this sample.

In his article “Don’t Blame the Eater,” David Zinczenko blames 
the fast-food industry for fueling today’s so-called obesity epidemic, 
not only by failing to provide adequate warning labels on its 
high-calorie foods but also by filling the nutritional void in chil-
dren’s lives left by their overtaxed working parents. With many 
parents working long hours and unable to supervise what their 
children eat, Zinczenko claims, children today are easily victimized 
by the low-cost, calorie-laden foods that the fast-food chains are all 
too eager to supply. When he was a young boy, for instance, and his 
single mother was away at work, he ate at Taco Bell, McDonald’s, 
and other chains on a regular basis, and ended up overweight. 
Zinczenko’s hope is that with the new spate of lawsuits against 
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the food industry, other children with working parents will have 
healthier choices available to them, and that they will not, like 
him, become obese.
 In my view, however, it is the parents, and not the food chains, 
who are responsible for their children’s obesity. While it is true 
that many of today’s parents work long hours, there are still several 
things that parents can do to guarantee that their children eat 
healthy foods. . . .

The summary in the first paragraph succeeds because it points 
in two directions at once—both toward Zinczenko’s own text 
and toward the second paragraph, where the writer begins to 
establish her own argument. The opening sentence gives a sense 
of Zinczenko’s general argument (that the fast-food chains are 
to blame for obesity), including his two main supporting claims 
(about warning labels and parents), but it ends with an empha-
sis on the writer’s main concern: parental responsibility. In this 
way, the summary does justice to Zinczenko’s arguments while 
also setting up the ensuing critique.
 This advice—to summarize authors in light of your own 
arguments—may seem painfully obvious. But writers often 
summarize a given author on one issue even though their text 
actually focuses on another. To avoid this problem, you need to 
make sure that your “they say” and “I say” are well matched. In 
fact, aligning what they say with what you say is a good thing 
to work on when revising what you’ve written.
 Often writers who summarize without regard to their own 
interests fall prey to what might be called “list summaries,” 
summaries that simply inventory the original author’s various 
points but fail to focus those points around any larger overall 
claim. If you’ve ever heard a talk in which the points were con-
nected only by words like “and then,” “also,” and “in addition,” 
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you know how such lists can put listeners to sleep—as shown 
in the figure above. A typical list summary sounds like this.

The author says many different things about his subject. First he 
says. . . . Then he makes the point that. . . . In addition he says. . . . 
And then he writes. . . . Also he shows that. . . . And then he says. . . . 

It may be boring list summaries like this that give summaries 
in general a bad name and even prompt some instructors to 
discourage their students from summarizing at all.
 In conclusion, writing a good summary means not just repre-
senting an author’s view accurately, but doing so in a way that 
fits your own composition’s larger agenda. On the one hand, 
it means playing Peter Elbow’s believing game and doing jus-
tice to the source; if the summary ignores or misrepresents the 
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source, its bias and unfairness will show. On the other hand, 
even as it does justice to the source, a summary has to have a 
slant or spin that prepares the way for your own claims. Once 
a summary enters your text, you should think of it as joint 
property—reflecting both the source you are summarizing and 
your own views.

summarizing satirically

Thus far in this chapter we have argued that, as a general rule, 
good summaries require a balance between what someone else 
has said and your own interests as a writer. Now, however, we 
want to address one exception to this rule: the satiric summary, 
in which a writer deliberately gives his or her own spin to some-
one else’s argument in order to reveal a glaring shortcoming in 
it. Despite our previous comments that well-crafted summaries 
generally strike a balance between heeding what someone else 
has said and your own independent interests, the satiric mode 
can at times be a very effective form of critique because it lets 
the summarized argument condemn itself without overt edito-
rializing by you, the writer. If you’ve ever watched The Daily 
Show, you’ll recall that it often merely summarizes silly things 
political leaders have said or done, letting their words or actions 
undermine themselves.
 Consider another example. In September 2001, then- 
President George W. Bush in a speech to Congress urged 
the nation’s “continued participation and confidence in the 
American economy” as a means of recovering from the terror-
ist attacks of 9/11. The journalist Allan Sloan criticized this 
proposal simply by summarizing it, observing that the president 
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had equated “patriotism with shopping. Maxing out your credit 
cards at the mall wasn’t self indulgence, it was a way to get back 
at Osama bin Laden.” Sloan’s summary leaves no doubt where 
he stands—he considers Bush’s proposal ridiculous, or at least 
too simple.

use signal verbs that fit the action

In introducing summaries, try to avoid bland formulas like “she 
says,” or “they believe.” Though language like this is sometimes 
serviceable enough, it often fails to reflect accurately what’s been 
said. In some cases, “he says” may even drain the passion out of 
the ideas you’re summarizing.
 We suspect that the habit of ignoring the action in what we 
summarize stems from the mistaken belief we mentioned earlier 
that writing is about playing it safe and not making waves, a 
matter of piling up truths and bits of knowledge rather than 
a dynamic process of doing things to and with other people. 
People who wouldn’t hesitate to say “X totally misrepresented,” 
“attacked,” or “loved” something when chatting with friends 
will in their writing often opt for far tamer and even less accu-
rate phrases like “X said.”
 But the authors you summarize at the college level seldom 
simply “say” or “discuss” things; they “urge,” “emphasize,” 
and “complain about” them. David Zinczenko, for example, 
doesn’t just say that fast-food companies contribute to obesity; 
he complains or protests that they do; he challenges, chastises, 
and indicts those companies. The Declaration of Independence 
doesn’t just talk about the treatment of the colonies by the 
British; it protests against it. To do justice to the authors you cite, 
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we recommend that when summarizing—or when introducing 
a quotation—you use vivid and precise signal verbs as often as 
possible. Though “he says” or “she believes” will sometimes be 
the most appropriate language for the occasion, your text will 
often be more accurate and lively if you tailor your verbs to 
suit the precise actions you’re describing.

templates for introducing 
summaries and quotations

j  She advocates a radical revision of the juvenile justice system.

j  They celebrate the fact that  .

j   , he admits.

verbs for introducing 
summaries and quotations

verbs for making a claim

argue insist

assert observe

believe remind us

claim report

emphasize suggest

verbs for expressing agreement

acknowledge endorse

admire extol

agree praise
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verbs for expressing agreement

celebrate the fact that reaffirm

corroborate support

do not deny verify

verbs for questioning or disagreeing

complain qualify

complicate question

contend refute

contradict reject

deny renounce

deplore the tendency to repudiate

verbs for making recommendations

advocate implore

call for plead

demand recommend

encourage  urge

exhort  warn

Exercises

1.  To get a feel for Peter Elbow’s “believing game,” write a sum-
mary of some belief that you strongly disagree with. Then 
write a summary of the position that you actually hold on 
this topic. Give both summaries to a classmate or two, and 
see if they can tell which position you endorse. If you’ve 
succeeded, they won’t be able to tell.
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2.  Write two different summaries of David Zinczenko’s “Don’t 
Blame the Eater” (pp. 241–43). Write the first one for an 
essay arguing that, contrary to what Zinczenko claims, there 
are inexpensive and convenient alternatives to fast-food 
restaurants. Write the second for an essay that questions 
whether being overweight is a genuine medical problem 
rather than a problem of cultural stereotypes. Compare your 
two summaries: though they are about the same article, they 
should look very different.
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THREE

“as he himself puts it”

The Art of Quoting

H

A key premise of this book is that to launch an effective 
argument you need to write the arguments of others into your 
text. One of the best ways to do so is by not only summarizing 
what “they say,” as suggested in Chapter 2, but by quoting their 
exact words. Quoting someone else’s words gives a tremendous 
amount of credibility to your summary and helps ensure that 
it is fair and accurate. In a sense, then, quotations function as 
a kind of proof of evidence, saying to readers: “Look, I’m not 
just making this up. She makes this claim and here it is in her 
exact words.”
 Yet many writers make a host of mistakes when it comes to 
quoting, not the least of which is the failure to quote enough 
in the first place, if at all. Some writers quote too little—
perhaps because they don’t want to bother going back to 
the original text and looking up the author’s exact words, or 
because they think they can reconstruct the author’s ideas from 
memory. At the opposite extreme are writers who so overquote 
that they end up with texts that are short on commentary of 
their own—maybe because they lack confidence in their abil-
ity to comment on the quotations, or because they don’t fully 
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understand what they’ve quoted and therefore have trouble 
explaining what the quotations mean.
 But the main problem with quoting arises when writers 
assume that quotations speak for themselves. Because the 
meaning of a quotation is obvious to them, many writers assume 
that this meaning will also be obvious to their readers, when 
often it is not. Writers who make this mistake think that their 
job is done when they’ve chosen a quotation and inserted it 
into their text. They draft an essay, slap in a few quotations, 
and whammo, they’re done.
 Such writers fail to see that quoting means more than sim-
ply enclosing what “they say” in quotation marks. In a way, 
quotations are orphans: words that have been taken from their 
original contexts and that need to be integrated into their new 
textual surroundings. This chapter offers two key ways to pro-
duce this sort of integration: (1) by choosing quotations wisely, 
with an eye to how well they support a particular part of your 
text, and (2) by surrounding every major quotation with a frame 
explaining whose words they are, what the quotation means, 
and how the quotation relates to your own text. The point we 
want to emphasize is that quoting what “they say” must always 
be connected with what you say.

quote relevant passages

Before you can select appropriate quotations, you need to have 
a sense of what you want to do with them—that is, how they 
will support your text at the particular point where you insert 
them. Be careful not to select quotations just for the sake of 
demonstrating that you’ve read the author’s work; you need to 
make sure they support your own argument.
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 However, finding relevant quotations is not always easy. In 
fact, sometimes quotations that were initially relevant to your 
argument, or to a key point in it, become less so as your text 
changes during the process of writing and revising. Given the 
evolving and messy nature of writing, you may sometimes think 
that you’ve found the perfect quotation to support your argu-
ment, only to discover later on, as your text develops, that your 
focus has changed and the quotation no longer works. It can be 
somewhat misleading, then, to speak of finding your thesis and 
finding relevant quotations as two separate steps, one coming 
after the other. When you’re deeply engaged in the writing and 
revising process, there is usually a great deal of back-and-forth 
between your argument and any quotations you select.

frame every quotation

Finding relevant quotations is only part of your job; you also 
need to present them in a way that makes their relevance and 
meaning clear to your readers. Since quotations do not speak 
for themselves, you need to build a frame around them in which 
you do that speaking for them.
 Quotations that are inserted into a text without such a 
frame are sometimes called “dangling” quotations for the way 
they’re left dangling without any explanation. One teacher 
we’ve worked with, Steve Benton, calls these “hit-and-run” 
quotations, likening them to car accidents in which the driver 
speeds away and avoids taking responsibility for the dent in 
your fender or the smashed taillights, as in the figure that 
follows.
 On the following page is a typical hit-and-run quotation 
by a writer responding to an essay by the feminist philosopher 
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Susan Bordo, who laments that media pressures on young 
women to diet are spreading to previously isolated regions of 
the world like the Fiji islands.

Susan Bordo writes about women and dieting. “Fiji is just one 
example. Until television was introduced in 1995, the islands had 
no reported cases of eating disorders. In 1998, three years after 
programs from the United States and Britain began broadcasting 
there, 62 percent of the girls surveyed reported dieting.”
 I think Bordo is right. Another point Bordo makes is that. . . . 

Since this writer fails to introduce the quotation adequately or 
explain why he finds it worth quoting, readers will have a hard 
time reconstructing what Bordo argued. Besides neglecting to 
say who Bordo is or even that the quoted words are hers, the 
writer does not explain how her words connect with anything 
he is saying or even what she says that he thinks is so “right.” 
He simply abandons the quotation in his haste to zoom on to 
another point.
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 To adequately frame a quotation, you need to insert it into 
what we like to call a “quotation sandwich,” with the statement 
introducing it serving as the top slice of bread and the explana-
tion following it serving as the bottom slice. The introductory 
or lead-in claims should explain who is speaking and set up what 
the quotation says; the follow-up statements should explain 
why you consider the quotation to be important and what you 
take it to say.

templates for introducing quotations

j X states, “not all steroids should be banned from sports.”

j As the prominent philosopher X puts it, “  .”

j According to X, “  .”

j X himself writes, “  .”

j In her book,  , X maintains that “  .”

j  Writing in the journal Commentary, X complains that “  .”

j  In X’s view, “  .”

j  X agrees when she writes, “  .”

j  X disagrees when he writes, “  .”

j  X complicates matters further when she writes, “  .”

templates for explaining quotations

The one piece of advice about quoting that our students say 
they find most helpful is to get in the habit of following every 
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major quotation by explaining what it means, using a template 
like one of the ones below.

j  Basically, X is warning that the proposed solution will only make 

the problem worse.

j  In other words, X believes  .

j  In making this comment, X urges us to  .

j  X is corroborating the age-old adage that  .

j  X’s point is that  .

j  The essence of X’s argument is that  .

When offering such explanations, it is important to use lan-
guage that accurately reflects the spirit of the quoted passage. It 
is quite serviceable to write “Bordo states” or “asserts” in intro-
ducing the quotation about Fiji. But given the fact that Bordo 
is clearly alarmed by the extension of the media’s 
reach to Fiji, it is far more accurate to use language 
that reflects her alarm: “Bordo is alarmed that” or “is 
disturbed by” or “complains.”
 Consider, for example, how the earlier passage on Bordo 
might be revised using some of these moves.

The feminist philosopher Susan Bordo deplores Western media’s 
obsession with female thinness and dieting. Her basic complaint is 
that increasing numbers of women across the globe are being led to 
see themselves as fat and in need of a diet. Citing the islands of Fiji 
as a case in point, Bordo notes that “until television was introduced 
in 1995, the islands had no reported cases of eating disorders. In 
1998, three years after programs from the United States and Britain 

See pp. 39–40 

for a list of 

action verbs for 

summarizing 

what others 

say.
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began broadcasting there, 62 percent of the girls surveyed reported 
dieting” (149–50). Bordo’s point is that the Western cult of dieting 
is spreading even to remote places across the globe. Ultimately, 
Bordo complains, the culture of dieting will find you, regardless 
of where you live.
 Bordo’s observations ring true to me because, now that I think 
about it, many women I know, regardless of where they are from, 
worry about their weight. . . . 

This framing of the quotation not only better integrates Bordo’s 
words into the writer’s text, but also serves to demonstrate the 
writer’s interpretation of what Bordo is saying. While “the femi-
nist philosopher” and “Bordo notes” provide information that 
readers need to know, the sentences that follow the quotation 
build a bridge between Bordo’s words and those of the writer. 
The reference to 62 percent of Fijian girls dieting is no longer 
an inert statistic (as it was in the flawed passage presented 
 earlier) but a quantitative example of how “the Western cult 
of dieting is spreading . . . across the globe.” Just as impor-
tant, these sentences explain what Bordo is saying in the writ-
er’s own words—and thereby make clear that the quotation is 
being used purposefully to set up the writer’s own argument 
and has not been stuck in just for padding the essay or the 
works-cited list.

blend the author’s words
with your own

The above framing material also works well because it accu-
rately represents Bordo’s words while giving those words the 
writer’s own spin. Notice how the passage refers several times 
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to the key concept of dieting, and how it echoes Bordo’s refer-
ences to “television” and to U.S. and British “broadcasting” by 
referring to “culture,” which is further specified as “Western.” 
Instead of simply repeating Bordo word for word, the  follow-up 
sentences echo just enough of her language while still moving 
the discussion in the writer’s own direction. In effect, the fram-
ing creates a kind of hybrid mix of Bordo’s words and those of 
the writer.

can you overanalyze a quotation?

But is it possible to overexplain a quotation? And how do you 
know when you’ve explained a quotation thoroughly enough? 
After all, not all quotations require the same amount of explan-
atory framing, and there are no hard-and-fast rules for knowing 
how much explanation any quotation needs. As a general rule, 
the most explanatory framing is needed for quotations that may 
be hard for readers to process: quotations that are long and 
complex, that are filled with details or jargon, or that contain 
hidden complexities.
 And yet, though the particular situation usually dictates when 
and how much to explain a quotation, we will still offer one piece 
of advice: when in doubt, go for it. It is better to risk being overly 
explicit about what you take a quotation to mean than to leave 
the quotation dangling and your readers in doubt. Indeed, we 
encourage you to provide such explanatory framing even when 
writing to an audience that you know to be familiar with the 
author being quoted and able to interpret your quotations on 
their own. Even in such cases, readers need to see how you inter-
pret the quotation, since words—especially those of controversial 
figures—can be interpreted in various ways and used to support 
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different, sometimes opposing, agendas. Your readers need to see 
what you make of the material you’ve quoted, if only to be sure 
that your reading of the material and theirs is on the same page.

how not to introduce quotations

We want to conclude this chapter by surveying some ways 
not to introduce quotations. Although some writers do so, 
you should not introduce quotations by saying something like 
“Orwell asserts an idea that” or “A quote by Shakespeare says.” 
Introductory phrases like these are both redundant and mislead-
ing. In the first example, you could write either “Orwell asserts 
that” or “Orwell’s assertion is that,” rather than redundantly 
combining the two. The second example misleads readers, since 
it is the writer who is doing the quoting, not Shakespeare (as 
“a quote by Shakespeare” implies). 
 The templates in this book will help you avoid such mis-
takes. Once you have mastered templates like “as X puts it,” 
or “in X’s own words,” you probably won’t even have to think 
about them—and will be free to focus on the challenging ideas 
that templates help you frame.

Exercises

1.  Find a published piece of writing that quotes something that 
“they say.” How has the writer integrated the quotation into 
his or her own text? How has he or she introduced the quota-
tion, and what, if anything, has the writer said to explain it 
and tie it to his or her own text? Based on what you’ve read 
in this chapter, are there any changes you would suggest?
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2.  Look at something you have written for one of your classes. 
Have you quoted any sources? If so, how have you integrated 
the quotation into your own text? How have you introduced 
it? Explained what it means? Indicated how it relates to 
your text? If you haven’t done all these things, revise your 
text to do so, perhaps using the Templates for Introducing 
Quotations (p. 46) and Explaining Quotations (pp. 46–47). 
If you’ve not written anything with quotations, try revising 
some academic text you’ve written to do so.

03_GRA_93584_part1_017_052.indd   5103_GRA_93584_part1_017_052.indd   51 12/24/13   11:06 AM12/24/13   11:06 AM



5 5

FOUR

“yes / no / okay, but”

Three Ways to Respond

H

The first three chapters of this book discuss the “they 
say” stage of writing, in which you devote your attention to the 
views of some other person or group. In this chapter we move 
to the “I say” stage, in which you offer your own argument as 
a response to what “they” have said.
 Moving to the “I say” stage can be daunting in academia, 
where it often may seem that you need to be an expert in a field 
to have an argument at all. Many students have told us that they 
have trouble entering some of the high-powered conversations 
that take place in college or graduate school because they do not 
know enough about the topic at hand, or because, they say, they 
simply are not “smart enough.” Yet often these same students, 
when given a chance to study in depth the contribution that 
some scholar has made in a given field, will turn around and 
say things like “I can see where she is coming from, how she 
makes her case by building on what other scholars have said. 
Perhaps had I studied the situation longer I could have come up 
with a similar argument.” What these students came to realize 
is that good arguments are based not on knowledge that only 
a special class of experts has access to, but on everyday habits 
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of mind that can be isolated, identified, and used by almost 
anyone. Though there’s certainly no substitute for expertise 
and for knowing as much as possible about one’s topic, the 
arguments that finally win the day are built, as the title of this 
chapter suggests, on some very basic rhetorical patterns that 
most of us use on a daily basis.
 There are a great many ways to respond to others’ ideas, 
but this chapter concentrates on the three most common and 
recognizable ways: agreeing, disagreeing, or some combination 
of both. Although each way of responding is open to endless 
variation, we focus on these three because readers come to any 
text needing to learn fairly quickly where the writer stands, and 
they do this by placing the writer on a mental map consisting 
of a few familiar options: the writer agrees with those he or 
she is responding to, disagrees with them, or presents some 
combination of both agreeing and disagreeing.
 When writers take too long to declare their position relative 
to views they’ve summarized or quoted, readers get frustrated, 
wondering, “Is this guy agreeing or disagreeing? Is he for what 
this other person has said, against it, or what?” For this reason, 
this chapter’s advice applies to reading as well as to writing. 
Especially with difficult texts, you need not only to find the 
position the writer is responding to—the “they say”—but also 
to determine whether the writer is agreeing with it, challenging 
it, or some mixture of the two.

only three ways to respond?

Perhaps you’ll worry that fitting your own response into one of 
these three categories will force you to oversimplify your argu-
ment or lessen its complexity, subtlety, or originality. This is 
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certainly a serious concern for academics who are rightly skepti-
cal of writing that is simplistic and reductive. We would argue, 
however, that the more complex and subtle your argument is, 
and the more it departs from the conventional ways people 
think, the more your readers will need to be able to place it 
on their mental map in order to process the complex details 
you present. That is, the complexity, subtlety, and originality 
of your response are more likely to stand out and be noticed 
if readers have a baseline sense of where you stand relative to 
any ideas you’ve cited. As you move through this chapter, we 
hope you’ll agree that the forms of agreeing, disagreeing, and 
both agreeing and disagreeing that we discuss, far from being 
simplistic or one-dimensional, are able to accommodate a high 
degree of creative, complex thought.
 It is always a good tactic to begin your response not by 
launching directly into a mass of details but by stating  
clearly whether you agree, disagree, or both, using a direct, 
no-nonsense formula such as: “I agree,” “I disagree,” or “I am 
of two minds. I agree that  , but I cannot agree 
that  .” Once you have offered one of these straight-
forward statements (or one of the many variations dis-
cussed below), readers will have a strong grasp of your 
position and then be able to appreciate the complica-
tions you go on to offer as your response unfolds.
 Still, you may object that these three basic ways of respond-
ing don’t cover all the options—that they ignore interpretive or 
analytical responses, for example. In other words, you might think 
that when you interpret a literary work you don’t necessarily agree 
or disagree with anything but simply explain the work’s meaning, 
style, or structure. Many essays about literature and the arts, it 
might be said, take this form—they interpret a work’s meaning, 
thus rendering matters of agreeing or disagreeing irrelevant.

See p. 21 for 

suggestions 

on previewing 

where you 

stand.
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 We would argue, however, that the most interesting inter-
pretations in fact tend to be those that agree, disagree, or 
both—that instead of being offered solo, the best interpreta-
tions take strong stands relative to other interpretations. In fact, 
there would be no reason to offer an interpretation of a work 
of literature or art unless you were responding to the interpre-
tations or possible interpretations of others. Even when you 
point out features or qualities of an artistic work that others 
have not noticed, you are implicitly disagreeing with what 
those interpreters have said by pointing out that they missed 
or overlooked something that, in your view, is important. In 
any effective interpretation, then, you need not only to state 
what you yourself take the work of art to mean but to do so 
relative to the interpretations of other readers—be they pro-
fessional scholars, teachers, classmates, or even hypothetical 
readers (as in, “Although some readers might think that this 
poem is about  , it is in fact about  ”).

disagree—and explain why

Disagreeing may seem like one of the simpler moves a writer 
can make, and it is often the first thing people associate with 
critical thinking. Disagreeing can also be the easiest way to 
generate an essay: find something you can disagree with in what 
has been said or might be said about your topic, summarize 
it, and argue with it. But disagreement in fact poses hidden 
challenges. You need to do more than simply assert that you 
disagree with a particular view; you also have to offer persuasive 
reasons why you disagree. After all, disagreeing means more 
than adding “not” to what someone else has said, more than 
just saying, “Although they say women’s rights are improving, 
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I say women’s rights are not improving.” Such a response merely 
contradicts the view it responds to and fails to add anything 
interesting or new. To turn it into an argument, you need to 
give reasons to support what you say: because another’s argu-
ment fails to take relevant factors into account; because it is 
based on faulty or incomplete evidence; because it rests on 
questionable assumptions; or because it uses flawed logic, is 
contradictory, or overlooks what you take to be the real issue. 
To move the conversation forward (and, indeed, to justify your 
very act of writing), you need to demonstrate that you have 
something to contribute.
 You can even disagree by making what we call the “duh” 
move, in which you disagree not with the position itself but 
with the assumption that it is a new or stunning revelation. 
Here is an example of such a move, used to open an essay on 
the state of American schools.

According to a recent report by some researchers at Stanford Uni-
versity, high school students with college aspirations “often lack 
crucial information on applying to college and on succeeding aca-
demically once they get there.”
 Well, duh. . . . It shouldn’t take a Stanford research team to tell 
us that when it comes to “succeeding academically,” many students 
don’t have a clue.

Gerald Graff, “Trickle-Down Obfuscation”

Like all of the other moves discussed in this book, the “duh” 
move can be tailored to meet the needs of almost any writing 
situation. If you find the expression “duh” too brash to use with 
your intended audience, you can always dispense with the term 
itself and write something like “It is true that  ; but 
we already knew that.”
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templates for disagreeing, with reasons

j  X is mistaken because she overlooks recent fossil discoveries in 

the South.

j  X’s claim that  rests upon the questionable assumption 

that  .

j  I disagree with X’s view that  because, as recent 

research has shown,  .

j  X contradicts herself/can’t have it both ways. On the one 

hand, she argues  . On the other hand, she also 

says  .

j  By focusing on  , X overlooks the deeper problem 

of  .

 You can also disagree by making what we call the “twist 
it” move, in which you agree with the evidence that someone 
else has presented but show through a twist of logic that this 
evidence actually supports your own, contrary position. For 
example:

X argues for stricter gun control legislation, saying that the crime 
rate is on the rise and that we need to restrict the circulation of 
guns. I agree that the crime rate is on the rise, but that’s precisely 
why I oppose stricter gun control legislation. We need to own guns 
to protect ourselves against criminals.

In this example of the “twist it” move, the writer agrees with 
X’s claim that the crime rate is on the rise but then argues that 
this increasing crime rate is in fact a valid reason for opposing 
gun control legislation.
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 At times you might be reluctant to express disagreement, 
for any number of reasons—not wanting to be unpleasant, 
to hurt someone’s feelings, or to make yourself vulnerable to 
being disagreed with in return. One of these reasons may in fact 
explain why the conference speaker we described at the start of 
Chapter 1 avoided mentioning the disagreement he had with 
other scholars until he was provoked to do so in the discussion 
that followed his talk.
 As much as we understand such fears of conflict and have 
experienced them ourselves, we nevertheless believe it is better 
to state our disagreements in frank yet considerate ways than to 
deny them. After all, suppressing disagreements doesn’t make 
them go away; it only pushes them underground, where they 
can fester in private unchecked. Nevertheless, disagreements 
do not need to take the form of personal put-downs. Further-
more, there is usually no reason to take issue with every aspect 
of someone else’s views. You can single out for criticism only 
those aspects of what someone else has said that are troubling, 
and then agree with the rest—although such an approach, as 
we will see later in this chapter, leads to the somewhat more 
complicated terrain of both agreeing and disagreeing at the 
same time.

agree—but with a difference

Like disagreeing, agreeing is less simple than it may appear. Just 
as you need to avoid simply contradicting views you disagree 
with, you also need to do more than simply echo views you agree 
with. Even as you’re agreeing, it’s important to bring something 
new and fresh to the table, adding something that makes you 
a valuable participant in the conversation.
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 There are many moves that enable you to contribute some-
thing of your own to a conversation even as you agree with 
what someone else has said. You may point out some unno-
ticed evidence or line of reasoning that supports X’s claims that 
X herself hadn’t mentioned. You may cite some corroborating 
personal experience, or a situation not mentioned by X that 
her views help readers understand. If X’s views are particularly 
challenging or esoteric, what you bring to the table could be an 
accessible translation—an explanation for readers not already in 
the know. In other words, your text can usefully contribute to 
the conversation simply by pointing out unnoticed implications 
or explaining something that needs to be better understood.
 Whatever mode of agreement you choose, the important 
thing is to open up some difference or contrast between your 
position and the one you’re agreeing with rather than simply 
parroting what it says.

templates for agreeing

j  I agree that diversity in the student body is educationally valuable  

because my experience at Central University confirms it.

j  X is surely right about  because, as she may not be 

aware, recent studies have shown that  .

j  X’s theory of  is extremely useful because it sheds 

light on the difficult problem of  .

j  Those unfamiliar with this school of thought may be interested 

to know that it basically boils down to  .

Some writers avoid the practice of agreeing almost as much as 
others avoid disagreeing. In a culture like America’s that prizes 
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originality, independence, and competitive individualism, writ-
ers sometimes don’t like to admit that anyone else has made the 
same point, seemingly beating them to the punch. In our view, 
however, as long as you can support a view taken by someone 
else without merely restating what he or she has said, there is 
no reason to worry about being “unoriginal.” Indeed, there is 
good reason to rejoice when you agree with others since those 
others can lend credibility to your argument. While you don’t 
want to present yourself as a mere copycat of someone else’s 
views, you also need to avoid sounding like a lone voice in 
the wilderness.
 But do be aware that whenever you agree with one person’s 
view, you are likely disagreeing with someone else’s. It is hard 
to align yourself with one position without at least implicitly 
positioning yourself against others. The psychologist Carol 
Gilligan does just that in an essay in which she agrees with 
scientists who argue that the human brain is “hard-wired” 
for cooperation, but in so doing aligns herself against any-
one who believes that the brain is wired for selfishness and 
competition.

These findings join a growing convergence of evidence across the 
human sciences leading to a revolutionary shift in consciousness. 
. . . If cooperation, typically associated with altruism and self-
sacrifice, sets off the same signals of delight as pleasures commonly 
associated with hedonism and self-indulgence; if the opposition 
between selfish and selfless, self vs. relationship biologically makes 
no sense, then a new paradigm is necessary to reframe the very 
terms of the conversation.

Carol Gilligan, “Sisterhood Is Pleasurable: 
A Quiet Revolution in Psychology”
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 In agreeing with some scientists that “the opposition between 
selfish and selfless . . . makes no sense,” Gilligan implicitly 
disagrees with anyone who thinks the opposition does make 
sense. Basically, what Gilligan says could be boiled down to a 
template.

j  I agree that  , a point that needs emphasizing since 

so many people still believe  .

j  If group X is right that  , as I think they are, then we 

need to reassess the popular assumption that  .

What such templates allow you to do, then, is to agree with 
one view while challenging another—a move that leads into 
the domain of agreeing and disagreeing simultaneously.

agree and disagree simultaneously

This last option is often our favorite way of responding. One 
thing we particularly like about agreeing and disagreeing simul-
taneously is that it helps us get beyond the kind of “is too” / “is 
not” exchanges that often characterize the disputes of young 
children and the more polarized shouting matches of talk radio 
and TV.

templates for agreeing
and disagreeing simultaneously

“Yes and no.” “Yes, but . . . ” “Although I agree up to a point, I 
still insist . . . ” These are just some of the ways you can make 
your argument complicated and nuanced while maintaining a 
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clear, reader-friendly framework. The parallel structure—“yes 
and no”; “on the one hand I agree, on the other I disagree”—
enables readers to place your argument on that map of positions 
we spoke of earlier in this chapter while still keeping your argu-
ment sufficiently complex.
 Another aspect we like about this option is that it can be 
tipped subtly toward agreement or disagreement, depending on 
where you lay your stress. If you want to stress the disagreement 
end of the spectrum, you would use a template like the one below.

j  Although I agree with X up to a point, I cannot accept his over-

riding assumption that religion is no longer a major force today.

Conversely, if you want to stress your agreement more than your 
disagreement, you would use a template like this one.

j  Although I disagree with much that X says, I fully endorse his 

final conclusion that  .

The first template above might be called a “yes, but . . . ” move, 
the second a “no, but . . . ” move. Other versions include the 
following.

j  Though I concede that  , I still insist that  .

j  X is right that  , but she seems on more dubious ground 

when she claims that  .

j  While X is probably wrong when she claims that  , she 

is right that  .

j  Whereas X provides ample evidence that  , Y and 

Z’s research on  and  convinces me that 

 instead.
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 Another classic way to agree and disagree at the same time 
is to make what we call an “I’m of two minds” or a “mixed 
feelings” move.

j  I’m of two minds about X’s claim that  . On the one 

hand, I agree that  . On the other hand, I’m not sure 

if  .

j  My feelings on the issue are mixed. I do support X’s position 

that  , but I find Y’s argument about  and 

Z’s research on  to be equally persuasive.

This move can be especially useful if you are responding to new 
or particularly challenging work and are as yet unsure where 
you stand. It also lends itself well to the kind of speculative 
investigation in which you weigh a position’s pros and cons 
rather than come out decisively either for or against. But again, 
as we suggest earlier, whether you are agreeing, disagreeing, or 
both agreeing and disagreeing, you need to be as clear as pos-
sible, and making a frank statement that you are ambivalent 
is one way to be clear.

is being undecided okay?

Nevertheless, writers often have as many concerns about 
expressing ambivalence as they do about expressing disagree-
ment or agreement. Some worry that by expressing ambivalence 
they will come across as evasive, wishy-washy, or unsure of 
themselves. Others worry that their ambivalence will end up 
confusing readers who require decisive clear-cut conclusions.
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 The truth is that in some cases these worries are legitimate. 
At times ambivalence can frustrate readers, leaving them 
with the feeling that you failed in your obligation to offer the 
guidance they expect from writers. At other times, however, 
acknowledging that a clear-cut resolution of an issue is impos-
sible can demonstrate your sophistication as a writer. In an 
academic culture that values complex thought, forthrightly 
declaring that you have mixed feelings can be impressive, 
especially after having ruled out the one-dimensional positions 
on your issue taken by others in the conversation. Ultimately, 
then, how ambivalent you end up being comes down to a judg-
ment call based on different readers’ responses to your drafts, 
on your knowledge of your audience, and on the challenges of 
your particular argument and situation.

Exercises

1.  Read one of the essays in the back of this book or on 
theysayiblog.com, identifying those places where the author 
agrees with others, disagrees, or both.

2.  Write an essay responding in some way to the essay that 
you worked with in the preceding exercise. You’ll want to 
summarize and/or quote some of the author’s ideas and make 
clear whether you’re agreeing, disagreeing, or both agreeing 
and disagreeing with what he or she says. Remember that 
there are templates in this book that can help you get started; 
see Chapters 1–3 for templates that will help you represent 
other people’s ideas, and Chapter 4 for templates that will 
get you started with your response.
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FIVE

“and yet”

Distinguishing What You Say 

from What They Say

H

If good academic writing involves putting yourself into 
dialogue with others, it is extremely important that readers be 
able to tell at every point when you are expressing your own 
view and when you are stating someone else’s. This chapter 
takes up the problem of moving from what they say to what 
you say without confusing readers about who is saying what.

determine who is saying what 
in the texts you read

Before examining how to signal who is saying what in your 
own writing, let’s look at how to recognize such signals when 
they appear in the texts you read—an especially important skill 
when it comes to the challenging works assigned in school. 
Frequently, when students have trouble understanding diffi-
cult texts, it is not just because the texts contain unfamiliar 
ideas or words, but because the texts rely on subtle clues to let 
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readers know when a particular view should be attributed to 
the writer or to someone else. Especially with texts that pres-
ent a true dialogue of perspectives, readers need to be alert to 
the often subtle markers that indicate whose voice the writer 
is speaking in.
 Consider how the social critic and educator Gregory Mant-
sios uses these “voice markers,” as they might be called, to 
distinguish the different perspectives in his essay on America’s 
class inequalities.

“We are all middle-class,” or so it would seem. Our national con-
sciousness, as shaped in large part by the media and our political 
leadership, provides us with a picture of ourselves as a nation of 
prosperity and opportunity with an ever expanding middle-class 
life-style. As a result, our class differences are muted and our col-
lective character is homogenized.
 Yet class divisions are real and arguably the most significant 
factor in determining both our very being in the world and the 
nature of the society we live in.

Gregory Mantsios, “Rewards and Opportunities: 
The Politics and Economics of Class in the U.S.”

Although Mantsios makes it look easy, he is actually making 
several sophisticated rhetorical moves here that help him dis-
tinguish the common view he opposes from his own position.
 In the opening sentence, for instance, the phrase “or so it 
would seem” shows that Mantsios does not necessarily agree 
with the view he is describing, since writers normally don’t pres-
ent views they themselves hold as ones that only “seem” to be 
true. Mantsios also places this opening view in quotation marks 
to signal that it is not his own. He then further distances 
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himself from the belief being summarized in the opening para-
graph by attributing it to “our national consciousness, as shaped 
in large part by the media and our political leadership,” and 
then further attributing to this “consciousness” a negative, 
undesirable “result”: one in which “our class differences” get 
“muted” and “our collective character” gets “homogenized,” 
stripped of its diversity and distinctness. Hence, even before 
Mantsios has declared his own position in the second para-
graph, readers can get a pretty solid sense of where he probably 
stands.
 Furthermore, the second paragraph opens with the word 
“yet,” indicating that Mantsios is now shifting to his own view 
(as opposed to the common view he has thus far been describ-
ing). Even the parallelism he sets up between the first and 
second paragraphs—between the first paragraph’s claim that 
class differences do not exist and the second paragraph’s claim 
that they do—helps throw into sharp relief the differences 
between the two voices. Finally, Mantsios’s use of a direct, 
authoritative, declarative tone in the second paragraph also 
suggests a switch in voice. Although he does not use the words 
“I say” or “I argue,” he clearly identifies the view he holds by 
presenting it not as one that merely seems to be true or that 
others tell us is true, but as a view that is true or, as Mantsios 
puts it, “real.”
 Paying attention to these voice markers is an important 
aspect of reading comprehension. Readers who fail to notice 
these markers often take an author’s summaries of what some-
one else believes to be an expression of what the author himself 
or herself believes. Thus when we teach Mantsios’s essay, some 
students invariably come away thinking that the statement “we 
are all middle-class” is Mantsios’s own position rather than the 
perspective he is opposing, failing to see that in writing these 
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words Mantsios acts as a kind of ventriloquist, mimicking what 
others say rather than directly expressing what he himself is 
thinking.
 To see how important such voice markers are, consider what 
the Mantsios passage looks like if we remove them.

We are all middle-class. . . .  We are a nation of prosperity and 
opportunity with an ever expanding middle-class life-style. . . . 
 Class divisions are real and arguably the most significant factor 
in determining both our very being in the world and the nature of 
the society we live in.

In contrast to the careful delineation between voices in Mant-
sios’s original text, this unmarked version leaves it hard to tell 
where his voice begins and the voices of others end. With the 
markers removed, readers cannot tell that “We are all middle-
class” represents a view the author opposes, and that “Class 
divisions are real” represents what the author himself believes. 
Indeed, without the markers, especially the “Yet,” readers might 
well miss the fact that the second paragraph’s claim that “Class 
divisions are real” contradicts the first paragraph’s claim that 
“We are all middle-class.”

templates for signaling who is saying what 
in your own writing

To avoid confusion in your own writing, make sure that at every 
point your readers can clearly tell who is saying what. To do so, 
you can use as voice-identifying devices many of the templates 
presented in previous chapters.
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j  Although X makes the best possible case for universal, 

government-funded health care, I am not persuaded.

j  My view, however, contrary to what X has argued, is that 

 .

j  Adding to X’s argument, I would point out that  .

j  According to both X and Y,  .

j  Politicians, X argues, should  .

j  Most athletes will tell you that  .

but i’ve been told not to use “i”

Notice that the first three templates above use the first-person 
“I” or “we,” as do many of the templates in this book, thereby 
contradicting the common advice about avoiding the first 
person in academic writing. Although you may have been 
told that the “I” word encourages subjective, self-indulgent 
opinions rather than well-grounded arguments, we believe 
that texts using “I” can be just as well supported—or just as 
self-indulgent—as those that don’t. For us, well-supported argu-
ments are grounded in persuasive reasons and evidence, not in 
the use or nonuse of any particular pronouns.
 Furthermore, if you consistently avoid the first person in 
your writing, you will probably have trouble making the key 
move addressed in this chapter: differentiating your views from 
those of others, or even offering your own views in the first 
place. But don’t just take our word for it. See for yourself how 
freely the first person is used by the writers quoted in this book, 
and by the writers assigned in your courses.
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 Nevertheless, certain occasions may warrant avoiding the 
first person and writing, for example, that “she is correct” instead 
of “I think that she is correct.” Since it can be monotonous to read 
an unvarying series of “I” statements (“I believe . . . I think . . . 
I argue”), it is a good idea to mix first-person assertions with ones 
like the following.

j  X is right that certain common patterns can be found in the 

communities .

j  The evidence shows that  .

j  X’s assertion that  does not fit the facts.

j  Anyone familiar with  should agree that  .

One might even follow Mantsios’s lead, as in the following 
template.

j  But  are real, and are arguably the most significant 

factor in  .

On the whole, however, academic writing today, 
even in the sciences and social sciences, makes use 
of the first person fairly liberally.

another trick for identifying 
who is speaking

To alert readers about whose perspective you are describing at 
any given moment, you don’t always have to use overt voice 
markers like “X argues” followed by a summary of the argu-
ment. Instead, you can alert readers about whose voice you’re 

See pp. 252–59 

for an example 

of the way a 

physicist uses 

the first person.
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speaking in by embedding a reference to X’s argument in your 
own sentences. Hence, instead of writing:

Liberals believe that cultural differences need to be respected. I 
have a problem with this view, however.

you might write:

I have a problem with what liberals call cultural differences.

There is a major problem with the liberal doctrine of so-called 
cultural differences.

You can also embed references to something you yourself have 
previously said. So instead of writing two cumbersome sen-
tences like:

Earlier in this chapter we coined the term “voice markers.” We 
would argue that such markers are extremely important for reading 
comprehension.

you might write:

We would argue that “voice markers,” as we identified them earlier, 
are extremely important for reading comprehension.

Embedded references like these allow you to economize your 
train of thought and refer to other perspectives without any 
major interruption.
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templates for embedding voice markers

j  X overlooks what I consider an important point about cultural 

differences.

j  My own view is that what X insists is a  is in fact 

a  .

j  I wholeheartedly endorse what X calls  .

j  These conclusions, which X discusses in  , add weight 

to the argument that  .

 When writers fail to use voice-marking devices like the ones 
discussed in this chapter, their summaries of others’ views tend to 
become confused with their own ideas—and vice versa. When 
readers cannot tell if you are summarizing your own views or 
endorsing a certain phrase or label, they have to stop and think: 
“Wait. I thought the author disagreed with this claim. Has she 
actually been asserting this view all along?” or “Hmmm, I thought 
she would have objected to this kind of phrase. Is she actually 
endorsing it?” Getting in the habit of using voice markers will 
keep you from confusing your readers and help alert you to similar 
markers in the challenging texts you read.

Exercises

1.  To see how one writer signals when she is asserting her 
own views and when she is summarizing those of someone 
else, read the following passage by the social historian Julie 
Charlip. As you do so, identify those spots where Charlip 
refers to the views of others and the signal phrases she uses 
to distinguish her views from theirs.
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Marx and Engels wrote: “Society as a whole is more and more split-
ting up into two great hostile camps, into two great classes directly 
facing each other—the bourgeoisie and the proletariat” (10). If 
only that were true, things might be more simple. But in late 
twentieth-century America, it seems that society is splitting more 
and more into a plethora of class factions—the working class, the 
working poor, lower-middle class, upper-middle class, lower uppers, 
and upper uppers. I find myself not knowing what class I’m from.
 In my days as a newspaper reporter, I once asked a sociology pro-
fessor what he thought about the reported shrinking of the middle 
class. Oh, it’s not the middle class that’s disappearing, he said, but 
the working class. His definition: if you earn thirty thousand dollars 
a year working in an assembly plant, come home from work, open a 
beer and watch the game, you are working class; if you earn twenty 
thousand dollars a year as a school teacher, come home from work 
to a glass of white wine and PBS, you are middle class.
 How do we define class? Is it an issue of values, lifestyle, taste? 
Is it the kind of work you do, your relationship to the means of 
production? Is it a matter of how much money you earn? Are we 
allowed to choose? In this land of supposed classlessness, where 
we don’t have the tradition of English society to keep us in our 
places, how do we know where we really belong? The average 
American will tell you he or she is “middle class.” I’m sure that’s 
what my father would tell you. But I always felt that we were in 
some no man’s land, suspended between classes, sharing similari-
ties with some and recognizing sharp, exclusionary differences 
from others. What class do I come from? What class am I in 
now? As an historian, I seek the answers to these questions in 
the specificity of my past.

Julie Charlip, “A Real Class Act: Searching 
for Identity in the Classless Society”

04_GRA_93584_part2_053_102.indd   7604_GRA_93584_part2_053_102.indd   76 12/24/13   11:07 AM12/24/13   11:07 AM



Distinguishing What You Say from What They Say

7 7

2.  Study a piece of your own writing to see how many perspec-
tives you account for and how well you distinguish your 
own voice from those you are summarizing. Consider the 
following questions:

a. How many perspectives do you engage?
b. What other perspectives might you include?
c.  How do you distinguish your views from the other views 

you summarize?
d. Do you use clear voice-signaling phrases?
e.  What options are available to you for clarifying who is 

saying what?
f.  Which of these options are best suited for this particular 

text?

If you find that you do not include multiple views or clearly 
distinguish between others’ views and your own, revise your 
text to do so.
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