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The Art of Summarizing
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IF 17 1s TRUE, as we claim in this book, that to argue per-
suasively you need to be in dialogue with others, then summa-
rizing 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 arti-
cle, 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 summa-
rize. Lacking confidence, perhaps, in their own ideas, these writ-
ers so overload their texts with summaries of others’ ideas that
their own voice gets lost. And since these summaries are not
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erally speaking, a summary must at once be true to what
the original author says while at the same time empha-

sizing those aspects of what the author says that inter-  SUmmanzes

. .3 ; . part of the
est you, the writer. Striking this delicate balance can ¢ oo
be tricky, since it means facing two ways at once: bothi! byt
outward (toward the author being summarized) and  speech about
inward (toward yourself). Ultimately, it means being  race, p. 361,

animated 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. Gen-

See how
Barack Obama

respectful of others while simultaneously structuring fa-
how you summarize them in light of your own text’s central

claim.

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 some-
one else. This means playing what the writing theorist Peter
Elbow calls the “believing game,” in which you try to inhabit
the worldview 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 temporar-
ily suspend one’s own convictions is a hallmark of good actors,
who must convincingly “become” characters who in real life they
may actually detest. As a writer, when you play the believing
game really 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 so
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obviously biased that they undermine your credibility with
readers. Consider the following summary.

* In his article “Don’t Blame the Eater,” David Zinczenko accuses
the fast-food companies of an evil conspiracy to make people fat.

[ disagree because these companies have to make money.

If you review what Zinczenko actually says (pp. 153-55), 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, he
never goes so far as to suggest that the fast-food industry con-
spires to do so 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, 1992; Pop, 2001; Snap, 1987) suggest that
these policies are harmless; moreover, other studies (Dick, 2002;

Harry, 2003; Tom, 1987) argue that they even have benefits.

But if your assignment is to respond in writing to a single author
like Zinczenko, then you will need to tell your readers enough
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about his or her argument so they can assess its merits on their
own, independent of you.

When a writer fails to play the believing game, 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 disobedience
in “Letter from Birmingham Jail” gets summarized not as the
defense of political protest that it actually is, but as a plea for
everyone to “just get along.” %@M@Eﬂk@sgr‘tﬂf Ngf
the fast-food industry might get summarized as a call for over-
weight 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 collapse it to something you already have heard
or know. Writers who fail to do this end up essentially con-
versing with themselves—with imaginary others who are really
only the products of their own biases and preconceptions.

ON THE OTHER HAND,
KNnow WHERE You AR GOING

Even as writing an effective summary requires you to tem-
porarily adopt the worldviews of others, it does not mean ignor-
ing your own views 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
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or spin that allows the summary to fit with your own overall
agenda while still being true to the text you are summarizing.

If you read the essay by David Zinczenko (pp. 153-55), 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 to include all three, fine; but in that case 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 obe-
sity. To set up this argument, you will probably want to com-
pose 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 argues that
today’s fast-food chains fill the nutritional void in children’s lives
left by their overtaxed working parents. With many parents work-
ing long hours and unable to supervise what their children eat,
Zinczenko claims, children today regularly tum to low-cost,
calorie-laden foods that the fast-food chains are all too eager to sup-
ply. When he himself 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 the food indus-
try, 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.
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This summary succeeds not only because it prévides one b1'g
claim under which several of Zinczenko’s polmFs nefitly ftt
(“today’s fast-food chains fill the nutritiona’l’ void in children’s
Jives left by their overtaxed working parents”), but also bec‘aus,e
this big claim points toward the second paragraph: the wrltler s
own thesis about parental responsibility. A les? z‘astu.te, ess
focused summary would merely include Zinczenko’s indictment
of the fast-food industry and ignore what he says about parents.
This advice—to summarize each author in terms of tbe spe-
cific issue your own argument focuses on—may see'm painfully
obvious. But writers who aren’t attuned to these 1ssues.often
summarize a given author on one issue even though their texj
actually focuses on another. To avoid this problem, you need
to make sure that your “they say” and “I say” are .well match‘e .
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 t_hel,f own
interests fall prey to what might be called “list summaries, sum-
maries that simply inventory the original author’s various p01.nts
but fail to focus those points around any larger overall clalmCi
If you've ever heard a talk in which th,e pom:.s were .c?)nnscte
only by words like “and then,” “also,” and “in addition, e
know how such lists can put listeners to sleep—as shown in
Figure 3. 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 summarlves
in general a bad name and even prompt some instructors to dis-

courage their students from summarizing at all.
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AND THEN HE SAYS ... THEN
ALSO HE POINTS OUT. ..
... AND THEN ANOTHER

THING HE SRYSIS ...

THE EFFECT OF A TYPICAL LIST SUMMARY

FIGURE 3

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 justice to
the source; if the summary ignores or misrepresents the 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 you yourself.

SUMMARIZING SATIRICALLY

Thus far in this chapter we have argued that, as a general rule,
good summaries require a balance between what someone else
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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 interess, 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 basically summarizs silly things polit-
ical leaders have said or done, letting ther words or actions
undermine themselves.

Consider another example. In late Septzmber 2001, Presi-
dent Bush in a speech to Congress urged the nation’s “contin-
ued participation and confidence in the American economy”
as a means of recovering from the terrorist attacks of 9/11. The
journalist Allan Sloan made fun of this proposal simply by sum-
marizing it, observing that the president hal equated “patriot-
ism with shopping. Maxing out your credi: cards at the mall
wasn’t self indulgence, it was a way to get sack at Osama bin
Laden.” Sloan’s summary leaves no doubt where he stands—
he considers Bush’s proposal ridiculous, or at least too simple.

UsSE SIGNAL VERBS THAT FIT THE ACTION

In introducing summaries, try to avoid bland formulas like “he
talks about,” “she says,” or “they believe.” Though language like
this is sometimes serviceable enough, it often fails to capture
accurately what the person has said. In some zases, “he says” may
even drain the passion out of the ideas you're summarizing.

" @
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We suspect that the habit of ignoring the action in what we
summarize stems from the mistaken belief we mentioned ear-
lier 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”
something when chatting with friends will in their writing often
opt for far tamer and even less accurate phrases like “X said.”

But the authors you summarize at the college level never
simply “say” or “discuss” things; they “urge,” “emphasize,” and
“insist on” 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, we recommend
that when summarizing—or even when introducing a quota-
tion—you use vivid and precise signal verbs as often as possi-
ble. 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

» She demonstrates that _.

» In fact, they celebrate the fact that

> ey he admits.
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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
3 celebrate the fact that reaffirm
corroborate support
do not deny verify

1 VERBS FOR QUESTIONING OR DISAGREEING

complain disavow

; complicate question
contend refute

f contradict reject
deny renounce
deplore the tendency to repudiate

VERBS FOR MAKING RECOMMENDATIONS

J advocate implore
call for plead
demand recommend
encourage urge
oxhort warn
Y7
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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 suc-
ceeded, they won’t be able to tell.

2. Write two different summaries of David Zinczenko’s “Don't
Blame the Eater” (pp. 139-41). 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 agrees with
Zinczenko in blaming fast-food companies for youthful obe-
sity, but questions his view that bringing lawsuits against
those companies is a legitimate response to the problem.
Compare your two summaries: though they are of the same
article, they should look very different.
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The Art of Quoting
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A kev 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 this is by not only summariz-
ing what “they say,” as suggested in Chapter 2, but by quoting
their exact words. Quoting someone else’s words gives a tremen-
dous amount of credibility to your summary and helps ensure
that it is fair and accurate. In a sense, then, quotations func-
tion as a kind 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 guote 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 mem-
ory. 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 ability to
comment on the quotations, or because they don’t fully under-
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Don’t Blame the Eater

DavID ZINCZENKO

—m—

l¢ ever THERE were a newspaper headline custom-made for
Jay Leno’s monologue, this was it. Kids taking on McDonald’s
this week, suing the company for making them fat. Isn’t that
like middle-aged men suing Porsche for making them get speed-
ing tickets? Whatever happened to personal responsibility!

I tend to sympathize with these portly fast-food patrons,
though. Maybe that’s because | used to be one of them.

I grew up as a typical mid-1980's latchkey kid. My parents
were split up, my dad off trying to rebuild his life, my mom
working long hours to make the monthly bills. Lunch and din-
ner, for me, was a daily choice between McDonald’s, Taco Bell,
Kentucky Fried Chicken or Pizza Hut. Then as now, these were
the only available options for an American kid to get an afford-
able meal. By age 15, | had packed 212 pounds of torpid teenage
tallow on my once lanky 5-foot-10 frame.

Then I got lucky. I went to college, joined the Navy Reserves
and got involved with a health magazine. [ learned how to man-
age my diet. But most of the teenagers who live, as [ once did,

Davip ZINCZENKO is the editor-in-chief of Men’s Health, a monthly

magazine that focuses on fitness. This piece was first published on the
op-ed page of the New York Times on November 23, 2002.
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on a fast-food diet won't turn their lives around: They've
crossed under the golden arches to a likely fate of lifetime obe-
sity. And the problem isn't just theirs—it’s all of ours.

Before 1994, diabetes in children was generally caused by a
genetic disorder—only about 5 percent of childhood cases were
obesity-related, or Type 2, diabetes. Today, according to the
National Institutes of Health, Type 2 diabetes accounts for at
least 30 percent of all new childhood cases of diabetes in this
country.

Not surprisingly, money spent to treat diabetes has sky-
rocketed, too. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
estimate that diabetes accounted for $2.6 billion in health care
costs in 1969. Today’s number is an unbelievable $100 billion
a year.

Shouldn’t we know better than to eat two meals a day in
fast-food restaurants? That's one argument. But where, exactly,
are consumers—particularly teenagers—supposed to find alter-
natives! Drive down any thoroughfare in America, and I
guarantee you'll see one of our country’s more than 13,000
McDonald’s restaurants. Now, drive back up the block and try
to find someplace to buy a grapefruit.

Complicating the lack of alternatives is the lack of infor-
mation about what, exactly, we're consuming. There ate no
calorie information charts on fast-food packaging, the way there
are on grocery items. Advertisements don’t carry warning labels
the way tobacco ads do. Prepared foods aren't covered under
Food and Drug Administration labeling laws. Some fast-food
purveyors will provide calorie information on request, but even
that can be hard to understand.

For example, one company’s Web site lists its chicken salad
as containing 150 calories; the almonds and noodles that come
with it (an additional 190 calories) are listed separately. Add
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a serving of the 280-calorie dressing, and you've got a healthy
lunch alternative that comes in at 620 calories. But that's not
all. Read the small print on the back of the dressing packet and
you'll realize it actually contains 2.5 servings. If you pour what
yow've been served, you're suddenly up around 1,040 calories,
which is half of the government’s recommended daily calorie
intake. And that doesn’t take into account that 450-calorie
super-size Coke. .

Make fun if you will of these kids launching lawsuits against
the fast-food industry, but don’t be surprised if you're the next
plaintiff. As with the tobacco industry, it may be only a mat'
ter of time before state governments begin to see a direct line
between the $1 billion that McDonald'’s and Burger King spend
each year on advertising and their own swelling health care
costs.

And I'd say the industry is vulnerable. Fast-food companies
are marketing to children a product with proven health haz-
ards and no warning labels. They would do well to protect
themselves, and their customers, by providing the nutrition
information people need to make informed choices about their
products. Without such warnings, we'll see more sick, obese
children and more angry, litigious parents. I say, let the deep-
fried chips fall where they may.
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