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38 PREFACE

We wrote this book to solve practical problems in teaching original argu-
ment from sources, more commonly known as the research or term paper. As
longtime teachers of that genre, we made it our custom to ask students to work
from sources on an issue of interest, to make responsible inferences from their
sources, and then to compose an argumentative essay with fresh insight.

Despite our high expectations, we were seldom satisfied with the results.
Rather than handling their sources resourcefully and extending the discussion in
useful directions, our students regularly interpreted the assignment as a recita-
tion exercise with optional commentary: tell the teacher about the sources and
say what you did or didn’t like about them. Our students’ interpretation of
research writing seemed far less challenging, exploratory, or fun than the as-
signment we had in mind.

Had we believed that our students were not ready to meet our challenge,
we would have long ago abandoned our goals as naive. But as we tried to
explain to students the challenge they were missing, it became increasingly clear
that the fault lay as much with us as with them. We did not know how to
define that challenge.

As everyone who teaches composition knows, writing represents a marvel-
ous opportunity to experiment with authorship—to take a self-rewarding intel-
lectual journey. And yet we found ourselves lecturing students on how to locate
sources in the library, how to cite them accurately, how to take notes, and how
to polish a rough draft—research writing minus the challenge and the joy.

Out of these concerns, we began a three-year investigation into the tacit
expectations that we, other teachers, and experienced writers bring to research
writing. Our goal was to try to define the challenge for students without taking
the challenge away. We felt that if we could make that challenge more explicit,
we could let students in on our secrets, give them better motivation, and offer
them better support and feedback.

The result is Arguing from Sources, a book organized around a sequence of
reading and writing activities that require would-be authors first to summarize
the positions of others, next to synthesize these positions, then to analyze these
and other potential positions in order to arrive at some conclusions, and, finally,
to elaborate their conclusions into an original argument of their own—the four
standard academic writing tasks, to which Parts Two through Five of this book
correspond.
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Arguing from Sources has several unique features:

* It uses linked assignments. We have assumed that the knowledge and texts
that students produce in one phase can be carried over into the next. Thus,
summarizing prepares the intellectual ground for synthesizing; synthesizing,
for analyzing; analyzing, for contributing. Working through the book from
beginning to end will give students a sense of how their thinking must grow
and change as they move from reading sources to composing original argu-
ments.

= It presents a series of visual structures for thinking: a line of argument, a grid
of common points, a synthesis tree. We have found that these visualizations
help students see more clearly how their thinking must develop as they pro-
gress through the cycle of reading and writing.

= It focuses on the interaction of structure and content. Structures of argument
are presented as methods that help writers organize, explore, and, eventually,
master the content associated with an issue. While we don’t teach content per
se, we do teach students how to deal with an issue-related content in order to
design interesting and fresh arguments. The book focuses on a single issue—
wilderness—chosen for its relevance and its interest for students.

Every chapter contains “For Class” and “For Your Notebook” exercises.
The “For Class” exercises are designed to give students a chance to practice
their skills on the wilderness issue. The “For Your Notebook” exercises are
designed to help students progress on an issue of their own choosing. The book
concludes with a short glossary of the boldface terms defined in the text and an
appendix on documenting a research paper.

The book is intended for students who have mastered the basic conventions
of reading and writing. It can be used in lieu of a standard textbook on research
writing or as a supplement to one; in a course on argument or critical thinking,
especially reasoning from cases; as a handy reference for content teachers who
assign the major term paper or who wish to structure and sequence writing
assignments; and, finally, as a writing-across-the-curriculum textbook, intro-
ducing students to the social dynamics of academic communities.
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2331 GET STARTED

The most promising words ever written on the maps of
human knowledge are terra incognita—unknown territory.

—Daniel J. Boorstin, The Discoverers

Throughout history, explorers have relied on incomplete maps of uncharted
territories. Columbus started with maps portraying the New World as India.
Lewis and Clark started their westward expedition with poorly specified maps
of the Missouri River. To make their journeys, explorers go through four
phases: (1) they consult the maps of others; (2) they explore similarities and
differences among maps; (3) they make the journey themselves; (4) they return
to design a new map. The exploration process involves designing and redesign-
ing structures in order to accommodate what is learned from new explorations.

What is true for exploring physical territories is also true for exploring
issues. Like physical exploration, the composition of argument involves the
structuring and restructuring of maps through an issue—not physical maps but
mental maps. Authors are constantly designing and redesigning their mental
maps of an issue in order to make their exploration as rich, productive, and up-
to-date as possible.

In this book, we’ll teach you how to structure and restructure the ideas
you’ll use in composing written arguments. The major parts of this book cor-
respond to the four phases of exploration:

®* In Part Two, Summarize, you'll design a structure called a line of argument
from an author’s text. The line of argument you design for a particular author
helps you outline a written summary of that author’s position. You will write
summaries of the texts of individual authors to teach yourself and others
where each author stands and what his or her reasons are for standing there.

= In Part Three, Synthesize, you’ll design structures called grids of common
points and synthesis trees from the lines of argument of multiple authors.
Your synthesis tree becomes the outline of a written synthesis, which you
will use to teach yourself and others similarities and differences among these
authors’ positions on a single issue.

» In Part Four, Analyze, you’ll reach your own conclusions on the issue by
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exploring and evaluating possible as well as previous positions. Your written
analysis will teach yourself and others about strengths and faults in alternative
approaches to the issue, and it will give you a chance to get feedback on your
conclusions.

= In Part Five, Contribute, you’ll elaborate your conclusions into an original
line of argument and, eventually, an original essay or contribution. Your
original argument will teach you and others why one should stand on the
issue where you have decided to stand.

CHOOSE YOUR ISSUE

What you choose as your issue carries important consequences. Your choice
will set the boundaries of the territory you explore. Finding out too late that
you’ve chosen the wrong issue is painful. The extra few hours you spend at the
beginning of your project worrying about your choice of issue may save you
hundreds down the road. An issue is a topic, so when you choose an issue, you
are also choosing a topic. A topic is any subject matter about which you can
read, think, write, and which you can discuss. Not all topics are issues, how-
ever. The following section explains the difference.

What Is an Issue?

An issue is a topic that sparks controversy within a community of speakers,
readers, and writers. More specifically, an issue is a topic that creates a tension
in the community, a discontent or dissatisfaction with the status quo. If the
tension is commonly acknowledged by the community and judged important
enough to command its attention, the topic that created it is recognized as an
issue. Members of the community attach a social value to seeing the issue re-
solved. Not all topics warrant such favored attention. But when they do, they
become issues.

To understand better the difference between a topic and an issue, consider
carrot soup. Carrot soup is a topic that we can discuss and even disagree about.
Imagine the following exchange:

Mary: “Carrot soup is wonderful.”
John: “Carrot soup is awful.”

Mary and John are having a discussion. The discussion probably won’t go
very far because there’s not much left to discuss once their opinions are ex-
changed. Moreover, Mary and John’s discussion of carrot soup doesn’t have
visible consequences for anyone but Mary and John. Mary may be trying to
convince John to reconsider a soup he gave up at age six, but no one beyond
John will be much affected even if he has a change of heart. John’s decision to
try or not to try carrot soup carries no consequences for a larger community.

When you are looking for an issue to explore, you need to make sure you
have more than a topic. Unlike carrot soup, your issue must do more than
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generate differences of opinion—it should be able to sustain a discussion with
consequences for a larger community. To see what this means exactly, consider
how carrot soup might become an issue. Suppose one researcher claimed to link
carrot soup with cancer. Other researchers disagreed. Evidence and reasons
would be marshaled by all concerned and at least some people outside of the
disagreeing parties would be affected by the outcome of the debate. Under these
circumstances, carrot soup would become an issue.

Types of Issues

As you search through issues, you’ll find differences that you should keep
in mind when deciding on one to explore.

General versus Specialized Issues Some issues have important implications
for every competent adult in a society. That is, the community affected by them
includes just about everyone. Nuclear arms, gun control, abortion, and capital
punishment are examples. Such issues are referred to as general issues because
they are seen as affecting the general public.

Other issues affect only subgroups or communities that are narrower in
scope than the general public. Issues affecting academic communities (issues in
physics, chemistry, biology, the teaching of writing) and professions (lawyers,
doctors, plumbers, bakers) fall into this category. These issues are known as
specialized issues because they address communities more specialized than the
general public. The rise of the labor movement in the 1930s and the feasibility
of developing superconductors for tomorrow’s computers are examples of spe-
cialized issues.

To explore specialized issues as an author, you need specialized knowledge.
As you search through issues for your own research project, ask yourself
whether the issue is general or specialized. If specialized, ask yourself whether
you have the background necessary to summarize, synthesize, analyze, and con-
tribute new information. You can’t expect to be an original author in an area
that you are struggling to learn for the first time. As a student writer simply
looking for a subject on which to practice composing argument, you should
stick with general issues.

Literate versus Oral Issues Normally, you can assume that all the sides
taken in an issue will be written down, committed to print in newspapers, arti-
cles, or books. In such issues, called literate issues, the debate is channeled
through formal written argument. These arguments circulate within a commu-
nity—that is, authors in the community carefully plan written responses to the
arguments of previous authors. The library is obviously the best place to learn
about literate issues.

However, not all issues are literate issues. In some issues, called oral issues,
only one side composes a formal position and commits it to writing. The other
side (or sides) may prefer other methods of getting their position across. They
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may boycott, go on strike, filibuster, negotiate, tear up a contract, refuse to
talk—but not, for one reason or another, express their position formally as au-
thors. On some issues, furthermore, neither side may express their views in
writing. In oral issues, you must rely on word of mouth as well as reading to
get a balanced perspective.

Suppose you decide to address the issue of hunting. Is hunting moral or
not? You do your library research and find that for every ten authors who
deplore hunting, only one seems to defend it. Is the ratio between antihunters
and prohunters really ten to one? Not necessarily. The ten-to-one ratio describes
only the antihunters who write formal essays versus the prohunters who write formal
essays. Prohunters may prefer to express themselves in ways different from for-
mal written argument—in, say, angry phone calls to members of Congress and
financial donations to hunting lobbies.

When you deal with an oral issue, the library is not likely to tell you the
whole story, and it won’t give you the balance of views and perspectives you’ll
want your research to include. To get that balance, you’ll often need to play
the role of journalist or field reporter—corresponding, telephoning, and con-
ducting face-to-face interviews with representatives of various sides. These are
useful roles to play even if your issue is literate, but they become essential when
your issue is oral.

In your library research, if you cannot find a good balance of alternative
positions on the issue you have chosen, you should suspect that the issue might
be oral and that to explore it further, you’ll have to search beyond the library.
In this book, summarizing a conflicting range of positions is a skill we teach.
Therefore, you will do better to focus on literate issues, because the library
makes all sides of such issues available to you.

Local versus Nonlocal Issues Some issues affect only your school, your
neighborhood, your town, city, county, or state. Other issues affect your re-
gion, your country, or the world. Issues with narrower scope are local in com-
parison with issues of broader scope; issues with wider scope are nonlocal in
comparison with issues of narrower scope. There are trade-offs in choosing
between local and nonlocal issues.

You are likely to be more familiar with and more personally affected by
local issues (your school’s grading system, its food service, the traffic lights on
campus). Consequently, you may find you can write about them with greater
authority and commitment. At the same time, local issues are less likely to be
literate issues. You probably won’t find many periodicals and books discussing
issues on your campus. If you want to make sure to address a literate issue (one
relying on abundant and balanced scholarship), you should not pick a local one.

Nonlocal issues have the opposite qualities. You are less likely to have been
directly touched by issues that affect large populations. So you will probably
find it more difficult to write about such issues with a sense of personal expe-
rience and authority. But because nonlocal issues are more likely to be literate
issues, and because we are most concerned in this book to teach you how to



