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Preface

WAYS OF READING is designed for a course where students are given
the opportunity to work on what they read, and to work on it by writing.
When we began developing such courses, we realized the problems our
students had when asked to write or talk about what they read were not
“reading problems,” at least not as these are strictly defined. Our students
knew how to move from one page to the next. They could read sentences.
They had, obviously, been able to carry out many of the versions of reading
required for their education—skimming textbooks, cramming for tests,
strip-mining books for term papers.

Our students, however, felt powerless in the face of serious writing, in
the face of long and complicated texts—the kinds of texts we thought they
should find interesting and challenging. We thought (as many teachers
have thought) that if we just, finally, gave them something good to read —
something rich and meaty—they would change forever their ways of
thinking about English. It didn’t work, of course. The issue is not only what
students read, but what they can learn to do with what they read. We
learned that the problems our students had lay not in the reading material
(it was too hard) or in the students (they were poorly prepared) but in the
classroom—in the ways we and they imagined what it meant to work on
an essay.

vii
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There is no better place to work on reading than in a writing course, and
this book is intended to provide occasions for readers to write. You will find
a number of distinctive features in Ways of Reading. For one thing, it contains
selections you don’t usually see in a college reader: long, powerful, mysteri-
ous pieces like John Berger's “Ways of Seeing,” Susan Griffin’s “Our Se-
cret,” Adrienne Rich’s “When We Dead Awaken: Writing as Re-Vision,”
Clifford Geertz’s “Deep Play: Notes on the Balinese Cockfight,” Mary
Louise Pratt’s “Arts of the Contact Zone,” John Edgar Wideman’s “Our
Time,” W. G. Sebald’s “The Rings of Saturn,” and Michel Foucault's “Pan-
opticism.” These are the sorts of readings we talk about when we talk with
our colleagues. We have learned that we can talk about them with our stu-
dents as well.

When we chose the essays, we were looking for “readable” texts—that
is, texts that leave some work for a reader to do. We wanted selections that
invite students to be active, critical readers, that present powerful readings
of common experience, that open up the familiar world and make it puz-
zling, rich, and problematic. We wanted to choose selections that invite
students to be active readers and to take responsibility for their acts of
interpretation. So we avoided the short set-pieces you find in so many
anthologies. In a sense, those short selections misrepresent the act of read-
ing. They can be read in a single sitting; they make arguments that can be
easily paraphrased; they solve all the problems they raise; they wrap up
Life and put it into a box; and so they turn reading into an act of apprecia-
tion, where the most that seems to be required is a nod of the head. And
they suggest that a writer’s job is to do just that, to write a piece that is sim-
ilarly tight and neat and self-contained. We wanted to avoid pieces that
were so plainly written or tightly bound that there was little for students to
do but “get the point.”

We learned that if our students had reading problems when faced with
long and complex texts, the problems lay in the way they imagined a
reader —the role a reader plays, what a reader does, why a reader reads (if
not simply to satisfy the requirements of a course). When, for example, our
students were puzzled by what they read, they took this as a sign of failure.
(“It doesn’t make any sense,” they would say, as though the sense were
supposed to be waiting on the page, ready for them the first time they read
through.) And our students were haunted by the thought that they
couldn’t remember everything they had read (as though one could store all
of Geertz’s “Deep Play” in memory); or if they did remember bits and
pieces, they felt that the fragmented text they possessed was evidence that
they could not do what they were supposed to do. Our students were con-
fronting the experience of reading, in other words, but they were taking the
problems of reading—problems all readers face—and concluding that
there was nothing for them to do but give up.

As expert readers, we have all learned what to do with a complex text.
We know that we can go back to a text; we don’t have to remember it—in
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fact, we've learned to mark up a text to ease that re-entry. We know that a
reader is a person who puts together fragments. Those coherent readings
we construct begin with confusion and puzzlement, and we construct
those readings by writing and rewriting—by working on a text.

These are the lessons our students need to learn, and this is why a
course in reading is also a course in writing. Our students need to learn that
there is something they can do once they have first read through a compli-
cated text; successful reading is not just a matter of “getting” an essay the
first time. In a very real sense, you can’t begin to feel the power a reader has
until you realize the problems, until you realize that no one “gets” Geertz
or Rich or Griffin or Wideman all at once. You work on what you read, and
then what you have at the end is something that is yours, something you
made. And this is what the teaching apparatus in Ways of Reading is de-
signed to do. In a sense, it says to students, “OK, let’s get to work on these
essays; let’s see what you can make of them.”

This, then, is the second distinctive feature you will find in Ways of
Reading: reading and writing assignments designed to give students access
to the essays. After each selection, for example, you will find “Questions
for a Second Reading.” We wanted to acknowledge that rereading is a nat-
ural way of carrying out the work of a reader, just as rewriting is a natural
way of completing the work of a writer. It is not something done out of
despair or as a punishment for not getting things right the first time. The
questions we have written highlight what we see as central textual or inter-
pretive problems. Geertz, for example, divides his essay into seven sec-
tions, each written in a different style. By going back through the essay
with this in mind and by asking what Geertz is doing in each case (what
his method is and what it enables him to accomplish), a student is in a po-
sition to see the essay as the enactment of a method and not just as a long
argument with its point hidden away at the end. These questions might
serve as preparations for class discussion or ways of directing students’
work in journals. Whatever the case, they both honor and direct the work
of rereading.

Each selection is also followed by two sets of writing assignments, “As-
signments for Writing” and “Making Connections.” The first set directs stu-
dents back into the work they have just read. While the assignments vary,
there are some basic principles behind them. They ask students to work on
the essay by focusing on difficult or problematic moments in the text; they
ask students to work on the author’s examples, extending and testing his or
her methods of analysis; or they ask students to apply the method of the
essay (its way of seeing and understanding the world) to settings or experi-
ences of their own. Students are asked, for example, to give a “Geertzian”
reading to scenes from their own immediate culture (the behavior of peo-
ple at a shopping mall, characteristic styles of dress), and they are asked to
imagine that they are working alongside Geertz and making his project
their own. Or they are asked to consider the key examples in Rich’s “When
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We Dead Awaken” (poems from various points in her career) to see how as
writers they might use the key terms of her argument (“structures of op-
pression,” “renaming”) in representing their own experience. The last as-
signments—“Making Connections” —invite students to read one essay in
the context of another, to see, for example, if Pratt’s account of the “literate
arts of the contact zone” can be used to frame a reading of Gloria An-
zaldta’s prose, Harriet Jacobs’s narrative, or Paulo Freire’s account of edu-
cation. In a sense, then, the essays are offered as models, but not as “prose
models” in the strictest sense. What they model is a way of seeing or read-
ing the world, of both imagining problems and imagining methods to
make those problems available to a writer.

At the end of the book, we have included several longer assignment se-
quences and a goodly number of shorter sequences. A single sequence pro-
vides structure for an entire course. (There are a number of additional
sequences included in the instructor’s manual.) In some cases these incor-
porate single assignments from earlier in the book; in most cases they in-
volve students in projects that extend anywhere from two to three weeks
for the shorter sequences to an entire semester’s worth of work for the
longer ones. Almost all the sequences include several of the essays in the
anthology and require a series of separate drafts and revisions. Alternative
essays and assignments are included with the sequences so that they can be
adapted easily. In academic life, readers seldom read single essays in iso-
lation, as though one were “finished” with Geertz after a week or two.
Rather, they read with a purpose—with a project in mind or a problem to
solve. The assignment sequences are designed to give students a feel for the
rhythm and texture of an extended academic project. They offer, that is,
one more way of reading and writing. Because these sequences lead stu-
dents through intellectual projects proceeding from one week to the next,
they enable them to develop authority as specialists, to feel the difference
between being an expert and being a “common” reader on a single subject.
And, with the luxury of time available for self-reflection, students can look
back on what they have done, not only to revise what they know, but also
to take stock and comment on the value and direction of their work.

Because of their diversity, it is difficult to summarize the assignment se-
quences. Perhaps the best way to see what we have done is to turn to the
back of the book and look at them. They are meant to frame a project for
students but to leave open possibilities for new directions. You should feel
free to add or drop readings, to mix sequences, and to revise the assign-
ments to fit your course and your schedule.

You will also notice that there are few “glosses” appended to the es-
says. We have not added many editors’ notes to define difficult words or to
identify names or allusions to other authors or artists. We’ve omitted them
because their presence suggests something we feel is false about reading.
They suggest that good readers know all the words or pick up all the allu-
sions or recognize every name that is mentioned. This is not true. Good
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readers do what they can and try their best to fill in the blanks; they ignore
seemingly unimportant references and look up the important ones. There
is no reason for students to feel they lack the knowledge necessary to com-
plete a reading of these texts. We have translated foreign phrases and
glossed some technical terms, but we have kept the selections as clean and
open as possible.

We have been asked on several occasions whether the readings aren’t
finally just too hard for students. The answer is no. Students will have to
work on the selections, but that is the point of the course and the reason, as
we said before, why a reading course is also a course in writing. College
students want to believe that they can strike out on their own, make their
mark, do something they have never done before. They want to be experts,
not just hear from them. This is the great pleasure, as well as the great chal-
lenge, of undergraduate instruction. It is not hard to convince students
they ought to be able to speak alongside of (or even speak back to) Clifford
Geertz, Adrienne Rich, or Cornelius Eady. And, if a teacher is patient and
forgiving—willing, that is, to let a student work out a reading of Walker
Percy, willing to keep from saying, “No, that’s not it,” and filling the silence
with the “right” reading—then students can, with care and assistance,
learn to speak for themselves. It takes a certain kind of classroom, to be
sure. A teacher who teaches this book will have to be comfortable turning
the essays over to the students, even with the knowledge that they will not
do immediately on their own what a professional could do—at least not
completely, or with the same grace and authority.

In our own teaching, we have learned that we do not have to be experts
on every figure or every area of inquiry represented in this book. And,
frankly, that has come as a great relief. We can have intelligent, responsible
conversations about Geertz’s “Deep Play” without being experts on Geertz
or on anthropology or ethnography. We needed to prepare ourselves to en-
gage and direct students as readers, but we did not have to prepare our-
selves to lecture on Foucault or Rich, or poststructuralism, French Impres-
sionism, or American feminism. The classes we have been teaching, and
they have been some of the most exciting we have ever taught, have been
classes where students—together and with their instructors—work on
what these essays might mean.

So here we are, imagining students working shoulder to shoulder with
Geertz and Rich and Foucault, even talking back to them as the occasion
arises. There is a wonderful Emersonian bravado in all this. But such is the
case with strong and active readers. If we allow students to work on pow-
erful texts, they will want to share the power. This is the heady fun of aca-
demic life, the real pleasure of thinking, reading, and writing. There is no
reason to keep it secret from our students.

Note to the Eighth Edition. The eighth edition of Ways of Reading con-
tains five new selections by Kwame Anthony Appiah, Cornelius Eady,
Michael McKeon, Linda Nochlin, and W. G. Sebald.
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Our principle of selection remains the same—we were looking for
“readable” texts, pieces that instructors and students would find challeng-
ing and compelling, pieces that offer powerful readings of ordinary experi-
ence, pieces worth extended work.

We revised the assignment sequences, some to incorporate the new se-
lections, others because, after teaching them again, we thought about them
differently. We have continued to offer sequences focusing on autobio-
graphical writing and the personal essay. While there have always been
assignments in Ways of Reading that ask students to use their experience as
subject matter, these assignments invite students to look critically and his-
torically at the genre and insist that reading and thinking can also be repre-
sented as part of one’s “personal” experience. Teaching these as examples
of reading and writing projects has taught us that they have much to offer
that students can study and imitate. We remain convinced that this kind of
work helps students to think about sentences in useful ways. And we have
continued to focus attention on prose models that challenge conventional
forms and idioms, that complicate the usual ways of thinking about and
representing knowledge and experience. There are several assignment se-
quences that ask students to write as though they too could participate in
such revisionary work.

We've also updated Resources for Teaching Ways oF READING, by includ-
ing three new pedagogical essays, by Rashmi Bhatnagar, Thomas E. Recchio,
and Richard E. Miller. We continue to offer essays by graduate students;
these essays give advice on how to work with the book. They stand as ex-
amples of the kinds of papers graduate students might write when they use
Ways of Reading in conjunction with a teaching seminar. They stand best,
however, as examples of graduate students speaking frankly to other grad-
uate students about teaching and about this book. Additional pedagogical
essays are on the Web site, bedfordstmartins.com/waysofreading.

With our colleagues, we have taught most of the selections in this book,
including the new ones. Several of us worked together to prepare the as-
signment sequences; most of these, too, have been tested in class. As we
have traveled around giving talks, we've met many people who have used
Ways of Reading. We have been delighted to hear them speak about how it
has served their teaching, and we have learned much from their advice and
example. It is an unusual and exciting experience to see our course turned
into a text, to see our work read, critiqued, revised, and expanded. We have
many people to thank. The list that follows can’t begin to name all those to
whom we owe a debt. And it can’t begin to express our gratitude.
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